



He stole her innidcence— 
and gave her a night 
shéd never forget! 
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BREATH OF ECSTASY 


She blushed. “I . . . I've never taken off my clothes 
in front of a man.” 

A mischievous sparkle shone in his green eyes. 
“Well, ma’am, there's a first time for everything.” 

She had to grit her teeth in order to bite back a 
retort. She’d never met a man so rude or so arrogant! 
Whirling, she turned away from him The gown 
fastened in the back, and her fingers fumbled at the 
tiny buttons. 

Julianne, unaware that the stranger had dis- 
mounted, was startled when, all at once, his voice was 
so close that she could actually feel his breath on the 
back of her neck. 

“I'll unbutton it for you,”’ he offered, his tone soft, 
sensual. 

Her knees suddenly weakened, and her heart 
picked up speed. Trying to sound collected, she 
murmured, ‘“Thank you, but I can manage quite 
well without your help.” 

His deep chuckle was imperceptible. He soon had 
the buttons released, then slowly and tantalizingly 
his hands moved upward. Grasping the gown's 
bodice, he began to slide the material off her bared 
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Chapler One 


Julianne Ross tapped her foot in time to the lively 
music as she looked about the recreation room filled 
with army officers, wives, and other military de- 
pendents. A five-piece orchestra was playing a 
popular Virginia reel and several couples were 
dancing. A long buffet table at the far end of the room 
held a multitude of delicious appetizers and a huge 
crystal bow! filled with sparkling punch. 

Captain Wilkinson and his wife were Julianne’s 
escorts, but wanting to join in the reel, they had 
excused themselves and were now on the dance floor. 

Watching the captain and his lovely wife, Julianne 
continued to tap her foot in time to the music. She 
was longing to dance and wished one of the officers 
would ask her to do so. However, Julianne was a 
stranger at Fort Laramie, having only arrived the day 
before, and she supposed the soldiers at the party 
were hesitant to approach her. She knew that the 
captain and Mrs. Wilkinson planned to introduce 
her and was sure that, following proper introduc- 
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tions, she'd be asked to dance. 

Hoping the reel would soon end, Julianne waited 
restlessly and was totally unaware of the admiring 
glances bestowed in her direction. Women were 
scarce on western forts, and one as beautiful as Miss 
Ross was a rare exception. 

Julianne was poised close to the dance floor, and 
this vantage point made her visible to any soldier 
who longed to admire her. She was enchanting in her 
sea green evening dress. The gown, trimmed with 
white tarlatan ruffles, displayed her supple curves to 
perfection. Her long auburn hair cascaded gracefully 
past her shoulders, and two emerald-colored combs 
held the radiant tresses back and away from her heart- 
shaped face. 

The reel finally ended, and Julianne smiled 
happily as the captain and his wife left the dance 
floor and returned to her side. 

Out of breath, Captain Wilkinson's voice was 
somewhat rasping. “I'm getting too old for this kind 
of dancing.” 

“Nonsense!” his wife rebuked pertly. “You're just 
out of shape. You spend too much time sitting at 
your desk, issuing orders.” 

Before her husband could reply, a young, hand- 
some lieutenant stepped up and said tentatively. 
“Good evening, sir.” He acknowledged Mrs. Wilkin- 
son, and bowing from the waist, paid his respects. 
Trying not to sound too eager, he asked the captain, 
“Will you please introduce me to your lovely guest?” 

The lieutenant’s feigned casualness didn’t fool 
Captain Wilkinson, and smiling discernibly, he 
replied, “Lieutenant Thomas, this is Miss Ross.”’ 
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The young man grinned broadly. ‘‘It’s a pleasure 
to make your acquaintance, ma'am.” 

“Thank you, lieutenant,’’ Julianne answered 
demurely. She wondered anxiously if he'd ask her to 
dance. The orchestra was now playing a walt, and 
the waltz was by far her favorite dance. 

Fidgeting a little nervously, Lieutenant Thomas 
was trying to muster the courage to ask for a dance 
when the captain intervened on the young officer's 
behalf. “Lieutenant, why don’t you ask Miss Ross to 
waltz?” 

Julianne’s prospective partner looked at her 
questioningly. Slipping her hand quickly into the 
crook of his arm, she remarked gaily, “Lieutenant, 
I'd love to dance.” 

He whisked her onto the dance floor, and after they 
had been waltzing for a short time, the lieutenant 
smiled down into Julianne’s pretty face and asked, 
“Miss Ross, I don't mean to pry, but I suppose you 
have a special reason for visiting Fort Laramie. Are 
you by chance engaged to one of our soldiers?’’ He 
held his breath, hoping for a negative response. 

“No, I'm not engaged,” she answered. “‘In fact, I'm 
not personally acquainted with any of the soldiers.” 

“Oh?” he questioned archly. ‘““‘Then why are you 
here?’’ Finding his own inquiry rude, he promptly 
apologized, “I’m sorry. I'm being too forward.” 

Julianne’s blue eyes twinkled congenially. “Lieu- 
tenant, your apology isn’t necessary. I don’t mind 
explaining my reason for coming to Fort Laramie. 
However, it’s a long story.” 

“Why don't we get some punch and sit down, 
then you can tell me the reason for your visit,” 
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he suggested. 

“Very well,”’ she complied, although reluctantly, 
for she'd rather dance than talk about herself. 

Escorting his lovely companion to a group of 
chairs, the lieutenant saw that she was seated, then 
left to get their beverages. He was back momentarily. 
After handing Julianne a glass of punch, he sat 
beside her. 

Julianne decided to explain her visit as quickly as 
possible. Looking at the lieutenant, she said, “My 
home is in Washington, D.C., and I work as a 
journalist for my father’s newspaper. I've always 
longed for an adventurous assignment and wished I 
could travel west and write about the Plains 
Indians.’’ She frowned attractively, adding, “But 
Father kept insisting that I limit my journalism to 
the ladies’ pages.” 

Lieutenant Thomas interrupted, “I agree with 
your father. To write about the Indians it'd be 
necessary for you to mingle with them, and a lady 
doesn’t belong in the midst of savages.” 

Her sudden petulance was evident, and the 
lieutenant decided that hereafter he would keep his 
opinions to himself. He didn’t want to say or do 
anything that might cause him to lose her company. 
“Forgive me for interrupting and please continue.” 

“A couple of months ago, Congressman Landon 
came to the paper and placed an ad for a lady to 
chaperone his adopted daughter, Kara, to Fort 
Laramie. I realized this could be my chance to travel 
westward and decided to ask Mr. Landon for the 
job.” 

“Why did Congressman Landon want to send his 
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daughter to the fort?” 

She was surprised that Captain Wilkinson ap- 
parently hadn't said anything to the lieutenant about 
her visit. 

“Mr. Landon,” she explained, ‘‘used to be a major 
stationed here at Fort Laramie. He and his wife 
adopted Kara, whose great-grandfather is Chief Iron 
Kettle.” 

“Iron Kettle is no longer a chief. He hasn't been a 
chief for several years. It's now an honorary title.” 

“Yes, I know,” Julianne replied, feeling mildly 
testy. She wished he'd stop interrupting so that she 
could finish her story and get back to dancing. 
“When Iron Kettle gave the Landons permission to 
adopt Kara, there was a stipulation. If the chief 
should send word that he wishes to see his great- 
granddaughter, then they must abide by his wish. 
Now, eight years later, Iron Kettle wants to see Kara.” 

Julianne paused and took a sip of her punch. 
“Mrs. Landon is expecting a child, so it was not 
possible for her and Congressman Landon to make 
the trip and that's why they decided to employ a 
chaperone. On the same morning the ad appeared in 
the newspaper, I went to the Landons’ home to ask 
for the job. Mr. and Mrs. Landon had just finished 
interviewing a lady named Lynda Meyers. The 
Landons were amazed to find me applying for the 
position. You see, they are good friends with my 
family and knew I didn’t need the job financially. 
Finally, they decided to employ both Mrs. Meyers 
and myself. Although Lynda Meyers’ qualifications 
are excellent, I'm well acquainted with Kara, and the 
Landons believed it'd be easier for the child to travel 


with someone she knows." 

“Why are Mrs. Meyers’ qualifications so excel- 
lent?” he asked curiously. 

“She and her husband once resided here at Fort 
Laramie, but Lieutenant Meyers was killed in a 
battle with the Sioux. Did you know him?” 

He shook his head. “‘When was Meyers killed?” 

“T’'m not sure, but it’s been well over a year.” 

“Then it happened before I arrived. I've only been 
here six months.” Watching her closely, he asked 
with a wry smile, ‘How did you persuade your father 
to let you make this trip?” 

Julianne laughed lightly. ‘It wasn’t easy. But Mr. 
Landon helped me convince my father that I'd be 
perfectly safe. All the traveling arrangements and the 
meeting between Kara and Iron Kettle were planned 
down to the last detail."’ She took another sip of her 
punch. “However, these well-laid plans have already 
gone awry. Yesterday we arrived by stage and were 
expecting Chief Iron Kettle to be here at the fort. But 
Captain Wilkinson informed us that the chief was 
taken ill and couldn't make the trip. The captain has 
arranged for one of the fort's scouts to take us to Iron 
Kettle.” 

“Which scout?”’ 

She thought a moment, then recalled the name. 
“David Hunter.” 

“He isn’t actually a scout. The Army uses him 
when they need a man the Sioux trust.” 

“Why do the Sioux trust Mr. Hunter?” 

“He and Flying Hawk are blood brothers.” 

“Is this Flying Hawk an important chief?” 

“No, he isn’t a chief, but he has a lot of influence 
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among the Sioux; also he’s rebellious and can be 
extremely dangerous.” 

She sighed impatiently. “Well, I wish Mr. Hunter 
would arrive so we can be on our way. Captain 
Wilkinson told me that the man knows he's 
supposed to take the others and me to Iron Kettle. 
From what I was told, it seems Mr. Hunter should've 
been here days ago.” 

The lieutenant chuckled. “When the Army snaps 
its finger, Hunter doesn't jump. He does things in his 
own good time.” 

At that moment, Captain Wilkinson approached. 
“Lieutenant,” the officer began, “you must stop 
monopolizing Miss Ross’ time.” 

Standing, the young man mumbled, “Excuse me, 
sir. I didn’t realize . 

“That's all right, lieutenant.” Offering Julianne 
his arm, the captain smiled. “Miss Ross, there are 
several officers anxious to make your acquaintance. 
Shall we?” 

Rising and placing her hand on his arm, she 
responded, “I’m looking forward to meeting 
everyone.” 

Telling the lieutenant she'd see him later, Julianne 
handed him her half-empty glass of punch. She 
favored him with an enticing smile before walking 
away with the captain. 


Julianne had thoroughly enjoyed the evening, and 
at nineteen she had the energy to dance every number 
the orchestra played. Lieutenant Thomas had asked 
permission to walk her to the hotel and she'd 
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accepted cordially. She liked the lieutenant and 
found him easy to talk to. 

The spring weather was unseasonably warm. 
Julianne didn’t wrap her shaw] about her shoulders 
but carried it across her arm as she strolled beside 
Lieutenant Thomas. 

Although they were a good distance from the fort's 
hotel, Julianne and her companion walked slowly. 
The western fort aroused the young woman’s 


interest, and she took careful note of her surround-. 


ings. The fort was strictly military, therefore non- 
descript. However, Julianne’s interest wasn’t in the 
fort itself, but in the people mingling and moving 
about the large courtyard. It was filled with soldiers, 
trappers, and pioneers. 

“Is the fort always this populated?” she asked. 

“Yes, except during the winter. Then the trappers 
are in the hills and there are no wagon trains passing 

Looking through the open gates and peering into 
the distance, Julianne could see the scattered camp- 
fires belonging to a wagon train that was presently 
camped close to the fort. Speaking more to herself 
than to the lieutenant, she said thoughtfully, “I 
imagine it'd be very interesting to interview some of 
those people. Who are they? Where are they from? 
Why did they decide to travel westward? I’m sure 
their stories would make exciting reading.” 

“Miss Ross,” Lieutenant Thomas began, “if 
you're seriously considering questioning the people 
on that wagon train, then I strongly advise you to 
forget it. Most people don’t take kindly to someone 
prying into their personal business. Besides, they're 
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pulling out in the morning.” 

i Folie smiled. ‘‘But the reporter in me is always 
asking why.” 

“In Washington, you can get by with asking why. 
However, here in the West a lot of people are running 
away from their pasts and prefer not to be ques- 

“Their reticence only makes them more of a 
challenge,” she replied. 

They had reached the hotel, and Lieutenant 
Thomas escorted her into the lobby. Speaking 
seriously, he told her, “While you're visiting here, 
forget that you're a journalist. You were employed to 
chaperone Kara Landon, and it'd be in your best 
interest to keep that in mind. This fort is often 
overrun with unsavory characters, and you might 
accidentally ask questions of the wrong person 
and... Well, let’s just say that it could be unsafe for 
you to talk to strangers.” 

Julianne took his warning lightly. “Honestly, 
lieutenant, you sound like my father. I'm perfectly 
capable of taking care of myself." 

He smiled tolerantly, took her hand and kissed it. 
“Good night, Miss Ross. I hope to see you to- 

“Good night,” she replied. “And thank you for 
walking me to the hotel.” 

“It was my pleasure,” he answered. 

She watched him stride to the door and leave. 
Then, hurrying, she crossed the small lobby and 
went up the stairs to the room she shared with Lynda 
Meyers and Kara. Entering quietly, she moved 
carefully to the large bed where she found Kara 
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asleep. She and the child slept together, andacothad | 
been moved into the room for Mrs. Meyers. The 
bedside lamp was burning. Glancing toward the cot, 
Julianne saw that the woman was also sleeping. 

Remaining quiet, Julianne gathered up her 
writing materials, then slipped back out of the room 
and down the stairs. Regardless of the lieutenant’s 
warnings, she was determined to question the 
pioneers, and since the wagon train was leaving 
tomorrow, tonight was her only chance. 

Leaving the hotel, she walked quickly to the open 
gates. The two troopers on sentry duty were busy 
talking to each other and were totally unaware of 
Julianne’s presence as she hastened out of the fort 
and toward the covered wagons. The campfires 
flickered brightly in the darkness. However, the 
shadows of night had caused her to miscalculate the 
distance, and the wagon train was farther away than 
she had thought. 

As Julianne drew closer, she was relieved to see 
that, unlike the soldiers at the party, the people on 
the wagon train didn't retire quite so early. The 
wagons had been parked in three separate circles. 
Approaching the circle nearest her, Julianne caught 
sight of a woman sitting at a fire with her children. 
Making her way through a narrow opening between 
two wagons, Julianne smiled pleasantly at the 
woman and said clearly, ‘““Good evening. My name is 
Julianne Ross, and I'd like to talk to you.” 

The woman stared incredulously at her unex- 
pected visitor. Then, as her shock began to wane, her 
eyes traveled enviously over Julianne’s gown. She 
had once owned dresses just as grand as this one, but 
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that had been a long time ago. She sighed wearily. 
Sometimes it seemed eons ago that she had lived on 
her father’s plantation, her closets overflowing with 
gowns even more beautiful than the one this stranger 
was now wearing. Well, those bountiful days were 
gone forever, had been gone now for years! So why 
had she allowed her thoughts to wander back? She 
got slowly to her feet, and as her eyes narrowed 
distrustfully, she asked coolly, “What do you want?” 

Smiling warmly, Julianne answered, “I’m a 
journalist from Washington, and if you don’t mind, 
I'd like to interview you." 

“Well, I do mind!” the woman snapped. “Don't 
you Yankees ever get tired of gloating? What do you 
want to do? Write about my poverty so that your 
Northern readers can take pleasure from my misery?” 

Perplexed, Julianne stammered, ‘You have the 
wrong impression.” 

Interrupting, the woman said sternly, ‘You'd 
better leave before my husband returns. He won't 
take kindly to your prying.” 

“The war has been over for nine years. The 
questions I want to ask you have nothing to do with 
the South and the North.” 

Moving quickly, she gathered up her three chil- 
dren, ushered them into the wagon, and without 
further words, followed them inside. 

Hesitantly, Julianne headed in the direction of 
another wagon where she could see a family sitting 
around the campfire. She hoped this time she'd 
receive a warmer welcome. 
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Two hours later, Julianne admitted to herself that 
Lieutenant Thomas had been right. Most people 
preferred not to talk about their lives. Although she 
had tried to get several pioneers to agree to an 
interview, very few of them had complied. 

Now, as she headed back to the fort, she wished the 
last couple hadn't so readily agreed to an interview. 
They had been most willing to talk and had also been 
quite free with their liquor, insisting that she join 
them for a drink. The couple claimed to be from the 
Ozark Mountains in Arkansas and they had brewed 
their own liquor. Julianne had agreed to sample a 
drink, and as the interview went on she had been 
invited to sample two more. She had wanted to refuse 
but had gotten the distinct feeling that they would 
have taken it as a personal offense. So she had 
obligingly accepted the potent drinks, then quickly 
took her leave before they could insist that she drink 
more. 

Julianne’s steps were unsteady and her head was 
whirling. She'd never been inebriated, so she wasn’t 
sure if she was drunk or not now. Gazing into the 
distance, she tried to get the fort into focus, but her 
vision was too blurred. 

Placing one foot in front of the other, she 
continued her course, but as a parked buckboard 
came within sight, her direction veered. Reaching 
the flat wagon, she saw that it was still attached toa 
team of horses. She looked about, hoping to spot the 
buckboard’s owner. If he was heading for the fort, she 
intended to ask him for a ride. Seeing no one, she 
decided to sit down in the back of the wagon and 
wait. The buckboard was piled with furs, blankets, 


18 


and other odds and ends. She pushed things aside, 
put down her writing materials, and hefted herself 
into the wagon. She'd wait a few minutes, and if no 
one came, then she'd walk to the fort. 

As a dizzy spell suddenly came over her, she fought 
back a feeling of nausea. If only she hadn't let that 
couple manipulate her into drinking liquor. No 
interview was worth such a price! But I didn't realize 
the effect it would have, she defended herself. It just 
came on all at once. 

Feeling extremely tired, she made more room in 
the bed of the wagon so that she could lie down. It 
was a tight fit, and she had to curl up in order to 
squeeze in. Relaxing, she let her thoughts drift back 
over the evening. A tiny smile passed her lips as she 
recalled telling Lieutenant Thomas that convincing 
her father to let her make this trip hadn't been easy; 
“easy” was putting it mildly. 

Even with Congressman Landon’s help, it had 
taken days for Julianne to talk her father into 
granting his permission. A widower with three 
daughters, Gerald Ross was an overly protective 
father. Julianne was his youngest child and was by 
far the most troublesome. Her two older sisters had 
married into good families and were perfectly 
content making life comfortable for their husbands 
and children. Gerald Ross wished Julianne would 
follow her sisters’ example, marry, settle down, and 
raise a family. However, much to his dismay, his 
rebellious daughter had her heart set on a career filled 
with excitement and adventure. 

Unknown to Julianne, the hope that an arduous 
trip to Fort Laramie might dissuade his daughter 
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from further adventures had been Gerald Ross’ 
reason for giving his consent. Surely a journey that 
was bound to present hardships would convince his 
daughter to give up her foolish dreams. She had been 
raised in a pampered, comfortable lifestyle and was 
totally unprepared for the privations facing her in 
the uncivilized West. So Gerald Ross had outwardly 
given his daughter his blessings, while inwardly 
feeling certain that she'd return home with inten- 
tions of never again leaving such luxury. 

As her thoughts lingered on her father, Julianne 
wondered what he'd say if he could see her now. 
Imagining the tantrum he'd throw was a disturbing 
thought, and she quickly wiped it from her mind. 

Suddenly the evening breeze picked up force. 
Julianne took one of the folded blankets, spread it 
out, and snuggled beneath it. Drowsy, she closed her 
eyes and was asleep within minutes. 

By the time the two trappers returned to their 
buckboard, Julianne was sleeping too soundly to be 
awakened easily. The men climbed up onto the 
wagon seat without even glancing in the back of the 
wagon. However, even if they had, it would have 
been extremely difficult for them to see Julianne. 
The piles of furs, blankets, and other paraphernalia 
had her well-concealed. 

The larger of the two trappers flapped the reins 
against the team and the wagon began to move. The 
driver guided the horses onto a northerly course, and 
heading away from Fort Laramie, they were soon 
approaching the vast wilderness. 
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Chaplex Tuo 


The morning sun was just beginning its ascent 
into the sky when Lynda Meyers awoke somewhat 
fitfully. Her eyes, misty with tears, fluttered open. 
She rubbed a hand across her wet cheeks and was a 
little surprised to find that she’d apparently been 
crying in her sleep. She sat up slowly and swung her 
legs over the narrow cot. She didn’t bother to glance 
at the large bed, taking for granted that Julianne was 
there, beside Kara, sleeping soundly. Moving quietly 
so she wouldn’t awaken the others, Lynda stepped 
across the room. Going to the wide windowsill, she 
sat down and pulled the lace curtain aside. Thought- 
fully, she gazed at the horizon, watching it grow 
lighter with the rising of the sun. 

She shivered uncontrollably as she recalled the 
dream she'd had before awakening. She'd dreamt 
that she was wandering aimlessly in a dense fog, and 
in the distance she could hear her husband calling to 
her. Running wildly through the thick mist, she had 
tried to find him, but his voice kept growing fainter 
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and fainter until, finally, she could no longer hear | 


him 

Still gazing at the sunrise, Lynda sighed deeply. 
Maybe returning to Fort Laramie had been a mistake, 
for it held too many memories. She had been a wife 
for seven short months, and most of her marriage had 
been spent on this fort. Her husband had received his 
orders before they were married. After their honey- 
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moon they had moved here to Fort Laramie—then, | 


five months later, she was a widow! 

Again tears threatened, but she held them back. 
Her husband was gone and crying wasn't going to 
bring him back; nor would it give her back the baby 
she had lost. The shock of her husband's death had 
brought on a miscarriage, causing Lynda to lose the 
baby she'd carried for four months. As soon as her 
health permitted, she'd moved back to Washington, 
D.C., where she lived with her aunt and uncle. 

Wanting to be self-supporting and longing to save 
enough money to eventually move into her own 
home, she took in sewing. However, her earnings 
were meager. She knew it would take a long time for 
her to achieve her independence. Her aunt had 
brought Lynda’s attention to the ad Congressman 
Landon had placed in the paper. The generous salary 
he was offering had been the factor in Lynda’s 
decision to apply for the position. She was optimistic 
about getting the job, for she knew that Mr. Landon 
had once been in the military. She was quite certain 
that being a lieutenant’s widow would be in her 
favor; furthermore, she had once lived at Fort 
Laramie. 

When Lynda learned that she'd have to share the 
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position with Julianne Ross, she had been upset. 
Congressman Landon had quickly assured her that 
her salary would be the same, for he planned to pay 
both ladies the full sum he had originally offered. 
But the money hadn't been Lynda’s primary reason 
for wishing she could travel alone with Kara. 
Although she wasn't personally acquainted with 
Julianne, she had heard of the Ross family and knew 
that Julianne’s father owned the Washington Jour- 
nal. She couldn't begin to fathom why a rich and 
most likely spoiled socialite would want to travel to 
Fort Laramie. Judging Julianne unfairly, Lynda was 
all set to dislike her. 

Now, thinking how wrong she had been caused 
Lynda to smile reflectively; for Julianne’s warm, 
spirited personality had quickly persuaded Lynda 
that she’d misjudged the other woman. Within 
a short time, the two of them had become good 
friends, and Lynda was now grateful for Julianne’s 
company. 

She wondered if she should have attended the party 
last night. Captain and Mrs. Wilkinson's invitation 
had extended to both herself and Julianne. Her 
husband had been gone for over a year, and her time 
of mourning was past. So why hadn't she accepted 
the invitation? Why couldn't she bring herself to 
socialize again? If only I hadn't loved him so much, 
she thought despondently. Then maybe I could learn 
to put the past behind me and start anew. 

Feeling a new surge of tears emerging, she quickly 
set her thoughts on a different course and decided to 
awaken Julianne and ask her about the party. She 
wondered affectionately if her friend had met a 
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handsome soldier who might have swept her off her 
feet. The prospect was humorous, for Julianne had 
always sworn that no man could dosuch a thing. Her 
career came first; marriage and children could wait 
until she had experienced some of the exciting 
adventures life had to offer. 

Rising, Lynda gave the room a cursory glance, 
then becoming aware that the bedside lamp was still 
burning, she wondered why Julianne hadn't extin- 
guished it. She returned to her cot, picked up her 
robe, and slipped it on. As she was heading toward | 
the bed, she passed the dresser, and catching a 
glimpse of her reflection, she paused. Seeing that her 
hair was mussed, she took a brush from the dresser 
and ran it through her long, heavy tresses. The brisk 
brushing caused her light brown locks to shine with 
golden-tinted highlights. Replacing the brush, she 
gave her reflection a closer look. She didn’t consider 
herself especially pretty and had often wondered how 
she'd managed to marry a man as handsome as her 
husband. 

If Lynda Meyers hadn't been quite so modest, she 
might have seen that, although she wasn’t strikingly 
beautiful, she was noticeably attractive. She was 
slender, but her facial features were soft, and her 
hazel eyes were framed by long lashes and naturally 
arched brows. 

Looking away from the mirror, she went over to 
awaken Julianne and was almost to the bed before 
realizing that Kara was alone. 

Shaking the girl's shoulder, Lynda said anxiously, 
“Kara, wake up!” 

“What's wrong?” Kara asked sleepily. 
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“Where's Julianne?” 

Sitting up and wiping at her eyes, Kara replied, “I 
don’t know.” 

“Didn't she come home last night?” 

Now fully awake, the child became worried. “I 
never woke up. I don’t know if she was here or not.” 

Lynda came close to panicking. “Something 
must’ve happened to her!" Hurrying toward the 
wardrobe, she continued urgently, “I'll get dressed 
and go see Captain Wilkinson.” 

At the age of twelve, Kara was aware of how serious 
the situation was. Frightened, she asked warily, 
“Lynda, where do you think she could be?”’ 

“Oh Lord, I have no idea!” she answered gravely, 
trying to block all the horrible possibilities from her 
mind. : 

She dressed hastily, then telling Kara to stay in the 
room, she left for the captain’s quarters. 

For a moment, Kara stared at the closed door, then 
got out of bed and began to pace the room. She was 
very fond of Julianne and prayed fervently that 
nothing bad had happened to her. She wished they 
had never come West. She hadn't wanted to make this 
trip, and if she could have found a way to convince 
her parents to let her stay home, she'd have done so. 
But they insisted that she pay this visit to her great- 
grandfather, explaining to her that she was fulfilling 
a promise they had made to the old chief years ago. 

Going back to the bed, Kara sat on the edge, and 
concentrating deeply, she tried to remember her 
great-grandfather’s face. But she had only been four 
years old when she'd last seen him, and as hard as she 
tried, she couldn’t remember him clearly. However, 
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for some strange reason, she could recall each of his 
last words to her. And although it had been a long 
time since she'd last thought ‘of them, they now 
flowed through her mind. “I hope someday you will 
learn to accept the Sioux heritage with pride, and I 
pray the spirits will let me live to see that day. You are 
of my flesh and blood, and I live within you, as you 
live within me. I will always be with you, for our 
hearts beat as one.” 

Again, she tried to conjure up an image of the old 
chief but failed to do so. She shrugged her shoulders, 
telling herself that she didn’t care that she couldn't 
recall him. She didn’t want to be part Indian and 
wished her adopted parents were her true father and 
mother. She knew her biological father had been a 
white man and her mother had been Sioux. She could 
barely remember her natural parents, and her 
memories of the cabin where they had lived were 
hazy. However, her recollections following her 
mother’s death were vivid. She clearly remembered 
her father taking her to Chief Iron Kettle’'s village 
and leaving her there. Although her mother had been 
a Sioux, she herself had never lived in an Indian 
encampment. Kara had been frightened and had felt 
terribly alone and forsaken. 

Bolting from the bed, Kara cleared her mind of 
these memories. She didn’t want to think about that 
time in her life. She wanted to forget it! 

Deciding to get dressed, she went about gathering 
up a set of clothes. As she slipped out of her 
nightgown and into a blue calico dress, she once 
again prayed that Julianne was safe. With her 
thoughts on her friend, she went to the dresser and 


26 


looked into the mirror as she braided her long, 


 chestnut-colored hair, then pinned the braids on top 


of her head. Tears swam in her large brown eyes and 
rolled slowly down her cheeks. Dear God, she 
moaned inwardly, please let Julianne be all nght! 
Please! 


Julianne awoke slowly. Becoming aware of the 
rocking motion of the moving buckboard, she 
thought lethargically that she was riding in the stage 
to Fort Laramie and had dozed off. Then she opened 
her eyes and alertness returned. She wasn’t traveling 
in the stage, she was in a buckboard! Suddenly 
everything came flooding back; the interviews with 
the pioneers, the couple from the Ozarks who had 
insisted that she drink their liquor, and her decision 
to rest in the buckboard. 

My Lord! Julianne moaned to herself. How could! 
have fallen so sound asleep that the buckboard 
moving didn’t awaken me? It must've been those 
three drinks I had! She wondered just how potent 
they had been. She started to sit up to see who was 
driving the wagon, but the movement made her 
painfully aware that she was suffering a hangover. 
Trying to ease her throbbing head, she massaged her 
temples gingerly, and the discomfort began to lessen 
somewhat. Once again, she tried to rise, but the 
sound of a man’s voice gave her reason to pause. 

“Goddamn it, Casey! I don’t give a damn what you 
say! I think we ought to stop at Backwater. They got 
a saloon in that town called the Golden Horseshoe, 
and two whores are workin’ there.”” The man’s voice 
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was hoarse and gruff. 

He was answered immediately by a man whose 
tone sounded identical to his comrade'’s. ‘Is whores 
all you ever think about?” 

“Hell, I ain't had no white woman for over six 
months, and I'm a-itchin for one. Indian squaws 
ain't all that bad, but they sure don’t know how to 
pleasure a man like them white whores do.” 

The other man snickered. “Sometimes, I think 
your brain is in your pecker.” 

His companion didn't take the remark in good 
humor. “Oh yeah?” he raved. ‘Well, those stinkin’ 
furs can wait! First we go to Backwater, then we see 
about tradin’ them pelts.”’ 

“All right! All right!"’ the trapper relented. “You 
don't have to get your ass up in the air. Goddamn it, 
if you want a white woman that badly, we'll goto the 

“That's the only way I'm gonna get me a white 
woman. You don’t see any wanderin’ around out 
here, do you?” 

“No, but even if I did, she wouldn't be a-liftin’ her 
skirt for you, you smelly ole buzzard!" 

His good mood restored, the man replied, “Hell, 
she wouldn't have to lift her skirt; I'd rip if off her! 
You ain't got no idea how horny I am!" 

Listening, Julianne remained perfectly still as her 
heart began to beat fearfully. Thank God these men 
didn’t know that she was in the back of their wagon! 

Moving stealthily, she scooted toward the end of 
the buckboard, then getting carefully to her hands 
and knees, she made her way to the very edge. The 
wagon was traveling slowly, and she was quite sure 
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that a fall wouldn't injure her, at least not seriously. 
She took a deep breath, gathered her courage, then 
jumped off the back of the buckboard. 4 

Julianne hit the ground solidly, and the jolt was 
more severe than she had thought it would be. Her 
body coursed with pain, and she rolled uncon- 
trollably before coming to rest beside a cluster of 
thick bushes. The voluminous folds of her gown and 
petticoats were wrapped about her legs, hindering 
her movements. Somehow she managed to crawl 
beneath the heavy vegetation. Praying that the men 
hadn’t seen her, she parted the foliage and dared to 
look toward the buckboard. It was rolling steadily 
into the distance, and she sighed with relief. Thank 
goodness she hadn't been discovered, for if she had, 
she was sure the man who wanted white whores 
would have taken her instead! 

She waited until the buckboard was well out of 
sight before leaving the safety afforded by the dense 
shrubbery. 

Alone in the vast plains, Julianne looked about her 
as she tried to decide which direction would take her 
to Fort Laramie. However, she was lost and had no 
idea which way to turn. 

Deciding to give her dilemma more thought, she 
sat down beside the foliage. She wondered how far 
away she was from the fort. When had those men 
pulled out of Fort Laramie? Last night, or was it 
sometime this morning? Oh, if only she hadn’t slept 
so soundly! 

Tears of frustration stung her eyes, then fell across 
her face, etching tiny rivulets down her dust-smeared 
cheeks. She sniffled, wiped at her tears, and told 
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herself that crying wasn’t the solution to her 
predicament. She looked down at her evening gown 
and brushed absently at the dirt clinging tenaciously 
to the long folds. She hoped the dress wasn’t ruined 
and would wash clean. All at once, she laughed 
throatily. Why was she sitting here worrying about 
her clothes when she should be concerned with self- 
preservation? 

Julianne tensed and her heart thumped wildly as, 
out of the corner of her eye, she saw something black, 
alive, and moving swiftly in her direction. Springing 
to her feet, she stared frightfully at the creature 
drawing steadily closer. Was it a wolf? But hadn't she 
read somewhere that wolves had an innate fear of 
people and avoided them whenever possible? 

The predator came closer, and she saw thatit wasa 
very large black dog. Keeping a cautious eye on the 
approaching animal, Julianne unconsciously backed 
up closer to the heavy shrubbery. 

When he was a few feet away from the woman, the 
dog stopped, sat down on his haunches and stared at 
her. Julianne wondered if the animal was friendly. 
His tail wasn’t wagging, which she felt was not a 
good sign. 

The distant sound of a horse’s pounding hooves 
caused the dog to leap back up on all fours and look 
behind him. Following the animal's gaze, Julianne 
could see a rider advancing. She wasn't sure which 
frightened her more, this dog or the man coming 
toward her. If this stranger was anything like those 
two men in the buckboard, then she knew she was in 
extreme danger. 

The man was riding a gray Appaloosa, its flanks 
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dotted with black spots. He reined in abruptly, the 
sudden stop causing the horse's hooves to stir up 
loose dirt. The flying particles swirled through the 
air, and a large part of the grime settled on Julianne, 
falling heavily into her hair and onto her clothes. 

Dust had also flown into her eyes, and she had to 
rub at them before she could see clearly. Slowly, she 
lifted her vision to the man sitting on the horse. He 
was wearing a tan wide-brimmed hat, and a buckskin 
shirt and trousers that fit his muscular frame snugly. 
His western boots were scuffed and well-worn. 
Raising her eyes to his, she found herself gazing into 
the most captivating eyes she had ever seen—a perfect 
emerald-green, they were shadowed by long, black 
lashes and thick, slightly arched brows. 

The stranger was exceptionally handsome, and for 
a moment, Julianne was totally mesmerized. 

A sensual, crooked smile crossed his lips as he 
touched the brim of his hat and said indolently, 
“Good mornin’, ma’am.” 

Flustered, Julianne mumbled, “I suppose you're 
wondering what I’m doing out here.”” She smiled 
shakily, made a feeble gesture toward her gown, and 
continued, ‘‘Especially dressed the way I am.” I’m 
sounding like a ninny! she thought desperately. She 
wanted to make a good impression, for it wasn't 
everyday that a stranger as handsome as this one rode 
into one’s lifel She was sure that she looked quite 
dreadful, for her hair was disheveled and her clothes a 
mess. 

A twinkle shone in his green eyes, but he didn’t 
reply. He seemed to find watching her more interest- 
ing than conversation. 
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More than a little embarrassed, Julianne at- 
tempted to explain her presence, but her nervousness 
caused her to sound almost incoherent. “I'm staying 
at Fort Laramie, and last night I attended a party, 
which is why I’m dressed this way. Then after the 
party, I went to this wagon train and talked to some 
of the people. Only this one couple, who are from the 
Ozarks, insisted that I drink this liquor that they 
brewed themselves. Well, on my way back to the fort, 
I saw a parked buckboard and decided to rest. I fell 
asleep, then woke up a few minutes ago to find that I 
was in transit. I jumped off the wagon, and was 
trying, to figure out what to do next when your dog 
found me.” 

His grin askew, he said slowly, “Let me see if I have 
this straight. You got drunk on moonshine, passed 
out in a buckboard, then woke up and found yourself 
out here on the plains.’ He chuckled. ‘‘How’s your 
hangover?” 

How dare he laugh at her! Squinting angrily, she 
snapped, “Well, you might think my predicament is 
funny, but I don't! I’m tired, thirsty, and my head 
hurts.”’ 

Lifting his canteen, he handed it to her. Uncap- 
ping it, she took a big, refreshing swallow, then gave 
it back to him. 

Intending to ask him to take her to Fort Laseaie, 
she began politely, “Mr. . . . ? May lask your name?” 

“Which one do you want?” 

“You mean you have more than one?”’ 

“I only have two. My Christian name and my 
Sioux name.” 

She studied him closely as she wondered if he wasa 
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half-breed. “What do the Indians call you?” she 
asked curiously. 

“Bear Fighter,” he answered. 

She kept her expression impassive, but inwardly 
was amused as she inquired teasingly. “Oh? Do you 
fight in the nude? Or is bear spelled b-e-a-r, as in 
grizzly?” 

He smiled wryly. ‘Well, I'm glad-you have sucha 
sense of humor, because you're gonna need it.” 

“Why will I need a sense of humor?” she queried 
guardedly. 

“Because if you expect me to take you back to the 
fort, you're gonna have to remove your dress and 
petticoats. And since I don't have time to sit here and 
argue, I’m gonna have to insist that you do it now.” 
His eyes bore into hers. ‘‘So, darlin’, start strippin'!” 


33 


Chapler Thuce 


“I will not strip! And don’t call me darlin'!” 
Julianne shouted, her face livid. 

“You most certainly will strip, and if you don’t 
cooperate, I’m liable to call you something else 
besides darlin’.” 

He started to get down from his horse, but she 
ordered furiously, “Don’t you dare dismount!” 
Julianne was surprised when he actually obliged. 
Eyeing him severely, she placed her hands on her 
hips and uttered with rage, ‘I should've known you 
were no better than those two trappers!" She began to 
pace back and forth. “I can't believe that I managed 
to escape from those men, only to be confronted with 
youl” 

“Ma'am,” he said, interrupting her tirade. She 
glared up at him, and he responded with a roguish 
smile. “I hate to disillusion you, but I don’t plan to 
force myself on you.” 

“Then why do you want me to remove my 
clothes?”’ she asked sharply, letting his impertinent 
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remark pass. m2 

Sitting his horse casually, he rested an arm across 
the pommel! on his saddle. ‘“We're gonna have to ride 
double, and my horse is kinda skittish, If I sit you up 
here behind me with all those petticoats and that full 
dress, and your skirts start flapping in the wind, my 
horse will buck and most likely throw us both. He 
doesn't like to be ridden double, so he'll balk at the 
slightest provocation.” 

“In that case,"’ she retorted defiantly, “I'll walk.” 

He frowned impatiently. “I don’t think those 
dainty slippers you're wearing will last very long.” 

“How far is it to the fort?” 

“About ten miles,’’ he answered. 

“That far?’’ she gasped. 

“Apparently, you traveled through most of the 
night.” 

Glancing down at her slippers, Julianne knew the 
stranger was right, they would never survive a ten- 
mile trek, 

“Well?” he questioned. “Are you going to co- 
operate?” 

She blushed. ‘I. . . I've never taken off my clothes 
in front of a man.” 

A mischievous sparkle shone in his green eyes. 
“Well, ma‘am, there’s a first time for everything.”’ 

She answered petulantly, ‘‘I'll remove my petti- 
coats, but the dress will remain." 

“The dress has got to come off too,” he insisted. 

She stamped her foot angrily. “You're impos- 
sible!”’ 

He was through bantering and spoke firmly, ‘““Will 
you please get on with it. I happen to be in a hurry.” 


35 


She had to grit her teeth in order to bite back a 
retort. She'd never met a man so rude or so arrogant! 
Whirling, she turned away from him. Her gown 
fastened in the back, and her fingers fumbled at the 
tiny buttons. 

Julianne, unaware that the stranger had dis- 
mounted, was startled when, all atonce, his voice was 
so close that she could actually feel his breath on the 
back of her neck. 

“T'll unbutton it for you,” he offered, his tone soft, 
sensual. 

Her knees suddenly weakened, and her heart 
picked up speed. Trying to sound collected, she 
murmured, ‘Thank you, but I can manage quite 
well without your help.”’ 

His deep chuckle was imperceptible. He soon had 
the buttons released, then slowly and tantalizingly 
his hands moved upward. Grasping the gown’'s 
bodice, he began to slide the material off her bared 
shoulders and down her breasts. 

Julianne could feel herself responding to his 
exciting closeness and the touch of his hands on her 
flesh, but her weakness was momentary. Coming to 
her senses, she pushed his hands away and spun 
around to face him. He was standing so close that her 
breasts were pressed against his chest. Their intimacy 
caused her cheeks to redden, and she quickly took a 
step backward and to the side. She had to lift her head 
to look directly in his eyes. When he'd been on his 
horse, she hadn't realized that he was so tall. He'd left 
his hat hanging on the saddle, and she could now see 
that his sable-brown hair was thick and curly. The 
stray lock falling across his forehead seemed to add to 
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his sensual aura. 

Unknown to Julianne, he was finding her irre- 
sistible. Her face was splashed with dirt and her hair 
was mussed, yet she was so enticing that he had to call 
upon all his willpower to keep from taking her into 
his arms and kissing her. 

Turning his back on her tempting beauty, he went 
to his horse's side, faced her again, and said tersely, 
“Undress.” 

She did so somewhat awkwardly, for his watching 
eyes made her nervous. When she was stripped down 
to her chemise and pantalets, which came down to 
her knees, she dared to meet his gaze. “Well? Have I 
removed enough clothing, or shall I also remove my 
undergarments?” 

“Would you?” he queried, his expression cunning. 

“Of course I wouldn't!" she spat. 

He shrugged as though her refusal was only mildly 
disappointing. ‘“You shouldn’t make such remarks if 
you don't plan to carry them through."’ He turned to 
his horse, removed his bedroll, and placed it on the 
ground. 

Warily, Julianne questioned, ‘‘What are you 
doing?” 

Kneeling and unrolling the blankets, he remarked 
evenly, “I'm not making us a bed, if that’s what you 
think.” Grabbing a shirt and a pair of trousers, he 
pitched them in her direction. 

Moving alertly, she caught them. 

As he rolled the blankets he told her calmly, “You 
can put those on. We can't have you riding into the 
fort in your underwear. But we'll have to leave your 
dress and petticoats behind.” 
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“Why?” she asked, reluctant to abandon her 
expensive garments. 

“There's too much material to get rolled into a 
blanket.”’ Standing, he looked at her and grinned, 
“By the way, ma'am, you sure are a fetching sight.” 

Julianne had never been more angry. Her eyes shot 
daggers and she barely refrained herself from throw- 
ing his shirt and trousers at his feet. “If you intended 
for me to wear your clothes, then why didn't you give 
them to me before I undressed? If you had done so, I 
could've gone into the shrubbery and undressed 
privately and decently!" 

Reattaching the bedroll to the back of the saddle, 
he replied, “I always wanted to see what you ladies 
wear under your dresses and petticoats, and now I 
know. If you ask me, you all wear too many clothes.” 

“Hereafter, if I want your opinion, I'll shoot you 
first, then ask for it!"’ Slipping into the trousers, she 
continued, “I find it hard to believe that you didn’t 
know what women wear under their clothes.” 

“I didn’t say women; I said ladies.” 

She eyed him shrewdly. “Are you referring to the 
kind of women who work at the Golden Horseshoe?” 

Mounting, he swung into the saddle and replaced 
his hat. “I didn’t know you were acquainted with 
Lily and Bertha.” 

“I'm not,” she answered flatly, putting on the 
shirt. It was entirely too large, and the hem fell past 
her hips. As she rolled up the long sleeves, she 
moved over toward the horse. However, the dog 
suddenly blocked her path and she paused. “‘Is your 
dog friendly?” she asked. 

“Depends on his mood."’ Sharply, the man or- 
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dered, ‘Get out of the way, Spot!" 

As the dog obeyed, Julianne questioned, ‘““Why do 
you call him Spot? He's solid black." 

“He's one solid black spot, isn’t he?’’ The man 
offered her his arm. She grabbed hold and he lifted 
her onto the back of the horse. 

She was determined not to wrap her arms about his 
waist, but when the Appaloosa took off with a bolt, 
she held on for dear life. “Is he going to throw us?”’ 
she asked fearfully, the horse's pounding gait jarring 
her uncomfortably. 

“] don’t think so,”’ the stranger said loudly so she'd 
have no problem hearing him. “He just doesn’t like 
to be ridden double. He'll calm down after he's run 
for a couple of miles.” 

Placing her lips close to his ear, and speaking 
loudly, she remarked, “I'd be willing to bet that you, 
your dog, and your horse are all as untamed as this 
vast wilderness.” 

“Nobody's ever tamed us yet,’’ he replied. 


The Appaloosa had calmed down and was now 
loping at a leisurely pace. Although Julianne was no 
longer holding so tightly to the stranger, she kept a 
supportive hold about his waist. She was wary of the 
horse and figured it might take off with lightning 
speed at any moment. Julianne was grateful for the 
Appaloosa’s smooth gait, for when the horse had 
been running the bounding ride had been uncom- 
fortable. However, she still couldn’t relax. She 
needed a moment of privacy, but how in the world 
was she to let this man know about her needs without 
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dying of embarrassment? After giving it short 
deliberation, she decided simply to ask him to stop. 
Then she'd dismount and step into the shrubbery. An 
explanation wasn’t necessary. 

“Would you mind stopping?”’ she asked. 

“Why?” he questioned. “Is something wrong?” 

“No... I mean yes,"’ she stammered. 

Reining in, he bantered, “Can't you make up your 
mind?”’ 

She frowned irritably. The man was impossible! 
Preferring to avoid further questions, she threw her 
leg over the horse’s side and was about to slide 
carefully to the ground, when the Appaloosa sud- 
denly moved skittishly. The horse’s unexpected 
movement caused her to lose her balance, and she fell 
to the ground, landing soundly on her rump. 

“Do you always dismount so gracefully?” the man 
asked, grinning. 

I think I hate him! she thought heatedly, getting to 
her feet and rubbing her bottom. 

“Are you all right?”” he wanted to know. 

“I'm fine, thank you!” she spat out coolly. 

Looking boldly at her rounded buttocks, he asked, 
“Do you want me to kiss it and make it better?” 

Blushing, she answered furiously, “Sir, you are 
very rude and uncouth!"’ Whirling, she headed for 
the nearby shrubbery, calling over her shoulder, “I 
would appreciate it if you'd please look in the other 

She heard his deep chuckle, but didn’t look back to 
see if he was cooperating. 

She quickly took care of her needs, fuming as she 
did so. The man’s discourteous manner was in- 
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furiating. Stepping free of the bushes, she was 

surprised to see him dismounted, and looking 

politely away from the shrubbery. Hearing her 
he turned. 

She studied his face as she drew closer, she tried to 
judge his age. She decided that he was younger than 
he appeared, but he exuded an experienced, mature 
aura that made him seem older. She was certain that 
he couldn’t be more than three or four years older 
than herself. She suddenly wondered if she should 
write an article about him. She had a feeling that his 
life would probably make very interesting reading. 

She paused abruptly. “Oh nol” she moaned, 
apparently upset. 

The man hurried to her side. “What's wrong?” 

“I just remembered! I left my notes in the 
buckboard.”” 

“Notes?” he questioned, perplexed. 

“Yes, the notes I had on the pioneers.’ Explaining, 
she continued. “I’m a journalist, and last night I was 
interviewing the people on the wagon train. I wanted 
to write an article about them for my father’s paper.” 

“You're a journalist?” he asked, his tone bitter. 

“Why do you say ‘journalist’ as though it leaves a 
bad taste in your mouth?” she demanded. 

“Because it does. I've met my share of journalists, 
although this is my first time to encounter a woman 
in the profession.” 

She was immediately on her guard. “And what do 
you have against journalists?” 

“They come out here from back East, claiming 
they want to write an honest story on the Indians. 
Then they return home and write articles that are 
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untrue, biased, and totally absurd.” 

“I can promise you that my articles about the 
Indians will be candid and unprejudiced.” 

He laughed tersely. “Surely you don't think you're 
going to have an opportunity to interview Indians.” 

“Of course I will!" she remarked firmly. “I intend 
to make the opportunity.” 

“You won't find any chiefs or warriors who'll 
agree to an interview. They believe a woman's place 
is in the tepee.” 

“I suppose your beliefs coincide with theirs?” Her 
anger was surfacing. 

“I don’t believe a woman belongs in the midst of 
an Indian village questioning chiefs and warriors.” 

“IT don't care what you think!" She brushed past 
him and started for the horse. 

Following, he replied, “You might as well resign 
yourself to limiting your writings to the fort and the 

pioneers.’ 

Reaching the Appaloosa, she turned and faced 
him. “I could always write about you.” 

“First, I'd have to agree to tell you about myself.” 

“Do you have a Sioux name because you're part 
Indian?” 

“No. I was born in Kansas and my parents were 
farmers.” 

“Why did you come West, and how long have you 
been here?”’ 

“I'm here because my father hoped to find gold 
in the Black Hills, and I've lived here since I was 
thirteen."’ He stepped closer and placed his hands on 
her shoulders, “Journalists are snoopy and are 
always sticking their noses where they don’t belong.” 
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He smiled disarmingly. “You havea very pretty little 
nose, and I'd hate to see anything happen to it 
because you meddled into something you shouldn't 
have. Take my advice, go back to wherever your 
home is, find yourself a husband, and have some 
kids. The West is no place for a woman with your 
notions.” 

Her temper flared. “If I want your advice, I'll ask 
for it!" 

He let the matter rest, mounted the Appaloosa, 
offered her his arm, and swung her up behind him. 
He sent the horse into a steady gallop, then said, “If 
you're determined to write those articles, just 
remember this land is still partially untamed, and be 

His concern came as a surprise. “I will, and thank 
you for caring.” 

Anxious to get to the fort, he spurred the 
Appaloosa into a loping run, ending any further 
conversation. 


Lieutenant Thomas was on his way to the 
captain's quarters when he caught sight of Julianne 
and her companion riding into the fort. 

Not waiting for the man to rein in the Appaloosa, 
the lieutenant ran over to greet them. “Miss Ross!” 
he called excitedly. “We've been so worried about 
you. Captain Wilkinson was considering sending 
out a search party.” 

The horse came to a stop. Smiling down at the 
young officer, Julianne replied, “I'm sorry that I 
worried everyone.” 
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He reached up and helped her dismount. “Where 
have you been?” 

“Please lieutenant, if you don't mind, I'll explain 
everything later. Right now I'd like to go to my room, 
wash up and change clothes.”’ 

“Yes, of course. I'll visit you later." He added 
politely, “With your permission, naturally.” 

“Permission granted. Now, if you'll excuse me?” 
She took a step toward the hotel, then turned back 
and glanced up at the stranger who was still seated on 
his horse. “Thank you for helping me." 

He doffed his hat. “You're more than welcome, 
ma'am.” 

Not knowing what else to say, she headed for the 
hotel. 

The man was no stranger to Lieutenant Thomas, 
and as he dismounted, the officer asked, “Did you 
know that General Johnson is here?” 

“No, I didn’t.” 

“He and Captain Wilkinson have been expecting 
you, but they thought you'd be here days ago.” 

“Where are they now?" he asked, offering no 
explanation for his tardiness. 

“In the captain's office.”’ 

“Something important must be going on for the 
general to be here.” 

“Well, whatever it is, you're somehow involved.” 

“Why do you think that?” 

“You're the man General Johnson came to see.” 

He handed the lieutenant the reins to his horse. 
“Would you mind having one of the troopers take my 
horse to the stables?”’ 

Saying that he would, he accepted the reins and 
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watched as the man strolled to the building where the 
captain had his quarters. The black dog stayed close 
on his master’s heels. 

Reaching the office, he told the sentry toannounce 
his presence. The trooper returned momentarily, 
giving him permission to enter. Telling his dog to 
stay, he walked through the open doorway. 

“What in the hell took you so long?” Captain 
Wilkinson demanded. “You're days late!” 

“] didn’t know I had a schedule to keep,”’ he 
answered, sounding unconcerned. “However, every- 
thing has been arranged and Iron Kettle knows I'll be 
bringing him his great-granddaughter.” He looked 
at the general. “Did you want to talk to me?” 

“Yes, most assuredly,” the man answered. 

“Does it have anything to do with Iron Kettle and 
his great-granddaughter?” 

“No. What we have to discuss is a lot more serious 
than an old chief meeting with his kin.” The general 
gestured toward the chair placed in front of the desk. 
“Sit down, Mr. Hunter. What I want to talk to you 
about will take some time.” 

Going to the chair and sitting, he remarked, ‘‘If 
this is military business, I don’t see where it concerns 
me. I don’t work for the Army, I just offer it my 

“The Army has never needed your services more 
than it does now.” General Johnson moved over and 
stood beside the chair. Looking directly down into 
his listener's eyes, he said emphatically, ‘““The Army 
needs a spy, and David Hunter, you're the perfect 
man for the job!” 
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The statement had barely passed the general's lips 
when the sentry entered and announced Lieutenant 
Thomas. Receiving permission to come inside, the 
young officer quickly let Captain Wilkinson know 
that Miss Ross had returned to the fort safely and 
apparently unharmed. 

As the lieutenant talked, David Hunter pondered 
General Johnson's statement. He didn’t like the 
word “spy"’ and everything it implied. If the Army 
was expecting him to betray the Sioux and his good 
friend Flying Hawk, then it was in for a disap- 
pointment. 

The captain's voice interrupted David's thoughts. 
“Where did you find Miss Ross?” 

He wasn’t given a chance to reply, for the general 
grumbled impatiently, “Discussing Miss Ross can 
wait. We have important business to attend to, and I 
think we should take care of it without further 
interruptions.” 

Obeying his superior officer, Captain Wilkinson 
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dismissed the lieutenant. The three men were again 
alone. General Johnson leaned against the desk 
where the captain was now seated. 

“Mr. Hunter,” the general began, ‘‘did you know 
that rifles are being sold to the Sioux?” 

“No,” he answered evenly. “But I'm not sur- 
prised.” 

Although General Johnson was approaching his 
sixties, he was robust and healthy and looked years 
younger than his age. His dark brown beard, streaked 
with gray, matched his full head of hair. His eyes 
probed David's as he continued, ““The Army cannot 
allow the Sioux to keep purchasing these rifles. Every 
white person within a hundred-mile radius will be in 
danger if the Indians become this heavily armed.” 

He paused as though expecting David to reinforce 
his words. When he realized that the young man 
wasn't about to do so, he proceeded. “Also, if the 
Sioux acquire an arsenal, it'll only be a matter of time 
before they'll undoubtedly declare war on the Army. 
In the long run, it'll make no difference how well 
armed they are, the final outcome will be the same. 
The Sioux will be destroyed. However, the Army 
prefers to avoid such warfare. If the Sioux continue to 
receive these rifles, it will only give them the means to 
prolong a war, and many will die on both sides. To 
save all these lives, we must put a stop to this gun 
selling." He hesitated, then asked, ‘Do you under- 
stand and agree?” 

David didn’t answer right away. He waited a 
moment before replying, ‘Yes, I understand com- 
pletely, and I also agree. If the Sioux manage to 
acquire too many weapons, the result will be an all 
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out war, and most likely a bloody one. But you must 
understand that they are fighting for their land— 
land which the government granted them in the Fort 
Laramie Treaty. The Sioux are not the ignorant 
savages that some government officials believe they 
are. They know that it’s now only a matter of time 
before the treaty will be broken and their land taken 
away."" 

“You're not telling me anything that I don’t 
already know. I've never underestimated an Indian's 
intelligence. However, that has nothing to do with ~~ 
the matter at hand. Whoever is selling these rifles 
must be stopped. And that's where you come in.” 

David quirked a brow, his expression somewhat 
perplexed. “I don’t know how I can be of any help.” 
“Flying Hawk is your blood brother, is that 
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right?” 

David nodded, his caution alerted. 

“I'm sure Flying Hawk knows about these rifles, 
even if he isn’t personally involved in buying them. 
The gunrunners are being paid with gold from the | 
Black Hills. Every warrior of any importance 
whatsoever has to know what is going on. Although : 
Flying Hawk isn’t a chief, and is still a young man, __ 
he has a lot of influence among his people. I'd be | 
willing to bet my last dollar that he knows exactly 
what's happening.’’ The general looked David | 
straight in the eyes. “Has Flying Hawk saidanything _ 
to you about these rifles?” H 

“No,” he answered honestly. ‘ 

General Johnson believed him. ‘Do you think you 
can convince Flying Hawk to work with us and help 
us catch these gunrunners?”’ 
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David's expression was one of incredulity. “You 
can’t be serious!” 

“Hunter!” the captain uttered gruffly. ‘'l insist 
that you show the general the respect he's duel”’ 

David's eyes narrowed angrily. “Captain, I’m not 
one of your soldiers, so don't start giving me orders.” 

The general held up his hand, ending the heated 
exchange. “Mr. Hunter, I can understand your 
amazement. Please let me finish, and when I do, I 
think you'll see that what I'm asking is not so 
incredible.” 

David's better judgment warned him to terminate 
the discussion. He knew if he allowed it to continue 
he would be drawn into a dangerous assignment, one 
he might later regret. 

Seeing the young man’s hesitation, General John- 
son pressed his point. “If you'll cooperate, you'll be 
saving hundreds of lives.” 

Relenting, and thrusting his better judgment 
aside, he replied, “I'll listen, but I’m not promising 
my cooperation.” 

“Flying Hawk will concede to reason, especially if 
he hears it from you. You must point out to him that 
if he and the others declare war, they will inevitably 
be the losers, regardless of how many weapons they 
possess. Manpower will decide the winner, and the 
Army outnumbers the Indians. Explain to Flying 
Hawk that the officials in Washington understand 
that the Sioux believe that they are being forced into 
fighting for their land. Tell him that if he helps us 
catch the gunrunners, he and his people can 
continue to live on their land in peace and will not be 
disturbed by the Army or white settlers.” 
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David was skeptical. ‘General, will you give me 
your word on this?” 

“Yes,” he answered without delay. “If Flying 
Hawk works with us, the Black Hills will remain the 
Sioux’s domain.” 

“But what about the gold in the Black Hills? I can't 
believe the government is willing to just forget about 
it.” 

The general spoke as though the gold was of no 
importance, ‘“There’s very little gold in the Hills. 
Certainly not enough to interest our government.” 

“How do you expect Flying Hawk to help?” 

The general smiled inwardly, convinced now that 
he had won Hunter's confidence and loyalty. 
Reaching into his coat pocket, he removed two 
cheroots, handing one of them to David. After light- 
ing the two smokes, he began to elaborate on the 
carefully laid plan that would include both David's 
and Flying Hawk's involvement; it was a plan that 
would place them both in perilous circumstances. 


Julianne had taken her bath and was finishing 
dressing when a soldier came two the door and 
announced that Captain Wilkinson wished the 
ladies’ and Kara's presence in his office. The trooper 
then proceeded to escort the three civilians to the 
officer's quarters. 

Captain Wilkinson moved from behind his desk 
and greeted his visitors cordially. Bowing from the 
waist, he paid the ladies and Kara gracious compli- 
ments. Following the amenities, he introduced them 
to General Johnson. David was no longer seated in 
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the chair, but was standing at the far side of the room 
beside an open window. He wasn't in the ladies’ line 
of vision, and they were not aware of his presence 
until the captain said, ‘Mr. Hunter has arrived and 
will be ready to take you to Iron Kettle in the 
morning. Ladies'’"—he waved a hand in David's 
direction—‘‘this is David Hunter.” 

Julianne looked at the lithe young man as he 
stepped away from the window. “You!”’ she gasped. 
Having seen his dog out front, the man's presence 
came as no surprise, but she was surprised to learn 
that he was David Hunter. For some reason, she had 
been expecting the scout to be older. 

He grinned jauntily. “How do you do, ma'am?" 

She nodded her head somewhat airily. “Mr. 
Hunter, it’s a pleasure to see you again." 

The captain continued the introductions. “David, 
you have already met Miss Ross, and this other lady is 
Mrs. Meyers.” 

“T already know Mrs. Meyers,’ he interrupted. He 
smiled warmly at Lynda. 

She returned his smile. When she had lived at Fort 
Laramie with her husband, she had met David ona 
couple of occasions. 

“Of course,” the captain replied. “I'm sure you 
two have met each other before. For a moment, it 
slipped my mind that Mrs. Meyers used to call our 
fort her home.”’ He then placed a hand on Kara’s 
shoulder, and speaking again to David, said, ‘This is 
Kara Landon.” 

Kara was immediately taken with David's good 
looks. Smiling a little bashfully, she said softly, “I’m 
glad to meet you.” 
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The captain continued crisply, “Ladies, the fort 
will furnish you with a covered wagon, for the 
journey to Iron Kettle will take several days. Mr. 
Hunter will personally see to it that ample supplies 
are packed." 

David moved over to the desk, leaned against it, 
folded his arms across his chest, and eyed the women 
intently. “Do either of you ladies know how to drive a 
team of horses?” 

It was Julianne who offered an answer. “I have my 
own buggy back home, and I've always managed to 
drive it without a mishap.” 

“A one-horse buggy and a covered wagon with 
four horses are quite different.” 

Julianne got the feeling that he was inwardly 
snickering. He probably saw her as a greenhorn 
who was totally incompetent. Lifting her chin 
with a defiant tilt, she remarked, “If you think 
Mrs. Meyers and I are incapable of driving the 
wagon, why don’t you let one of the soldiers 
handle the team?” 

“They'll be no soldiers,"’ he answered flatly. 

She was taken aback. “Surely we'll have soldiers 
accompanying us!" 

Captain Wilkinson explained, “Mr. Hunter pre- 
fers to make this trip without a military escort." 

Lynda was as disturbed as Julianne, and she 
blurted out, “We're liable to end up scalped! I am 
perfectly aware that the Indians are hostile toward 
anyone who trespasses on their land!" 

David answered calmly, ‘‘We won't be trespassing. 
Our arrival is expected. I can assure you ladies that 
you'll be safe.”’ 
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Julianne was about to protest further, but David 
closed the subject by saying, “We'll leave at day- 
break.”” He walked across the office, opened the door, 
turned back to Julianne and said firmly, “Leave your 
writing materials behind. We're going into the Black 
Hills so that Kara can visit Iron Kettle, and that 
will be our only reason for being there."’ With that, 
he stepped outside and closed the door. 

“Please excuse young Hunter's curtness,” the 
general began. “He has a lot on his mind.” 

“T'm familiar with his discourtesy, sir,”’ Julianne 
replied. “I was with him all morning, and I know he 
can be quite rude.” 


Julianne dressed with care for her date with 
Lieutenant Thomas. Earlier, he had asked her to 
have dinner with him. Because she liked the young 
officer and found him dashingly handsome, she 
wanted to look especially nice. 

She had brought three evening gowns, and since 
one had been left in the plains, she was now down to 
only two. She regarded the dresses a moment, then 
decided to wear the white alpaca. It was an elegant 
gown, with soft white folds trimmed in velvet plum. 
A sash of plum-colored silk fit snugly around the 
waist and tied into a flowing bow at the back. The 
bodice, also edged in velvet, was cut seductively low. 

Lynda loaned her friend two voluminous petti- 
coats, and as Julianne slipped on the undergarments, 
she thought about the lovely gown and petticoats 
she'd been forced to abandon. She hoped their 
journey tomorrow would take them by the area 
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where she'd left her clothes and perhaps she could get 
them back. 

The hotel room was furnished with only the bare 
necessities, and because the tall dresser was a solid 
piece of furniture, there was no way for Julianne to 
sit in front of it to fix her hair. At Lynda’s suggestion, 
she sat on a hard-backed chair and allowed the other 
woman to style her long, auburn tresses. 

Kara sat on the edge of the bed and watched as 
Lynda arranged Julianne’s hair. Curiously, she 
asked, ‘Julianne, are you in love with Lieutenant 
Thomas?” 

Julianne laughed lightly. “Of course not. I barely 
know the man.” 

“I think he's very handsome,” Lynda remarked. 

Kara agreed halfheartedly. “He's all right, I 
guess.”’ She added brightly, “But I think Mr. Hunter 
is better looking.” 

Julianne smirked. ‘David Hunter may be hand- 
some, but he’s rude and totally impossible.” 

“You're just mad because he won't let you write 
about the Indians,” Kara replied. 

Lynda concurred. “Julianne, you know he might 
just have a good reason for not wanting you to 
question the Sioux.’’ A hardness came to her eyes. 
“Indians are savages and murderers! It could be 
dangerous for you to mingle with them.” Suddenly, 
remembering Kara, she said hastily, “Honey, I'm 
sorry. I shouldn't talk so cruelly about the Sioux. For 
a moment I forgot...” 

Kara said quickly, “That's all right, Lynda. I don't 
mind. I know my mother was Sioux, but I don’t feel 
as though I'm part Indian.” 
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As Lynda was putting the finishing touches to 
Julianne’s hair, there was a knock on the door. 

Kara bounded from the bed, saying, “It’s a little 
early for Lieutenant Thomas, so that's probably 
someone from the kitchen coming after the dishes.” 
She and Lynda had eaten dinner in their room. 

She opened the door and saw a young soldier. 
“Excuse me, miss. May I speak to Miss Ross?” 

“Julianne, it’s for you,” Kara called unnecessarily. 
Julianne had heard the caller asking for her—the 
room was too small for her not to hear. 

She went to the doorway and was about to speak 
politely to the soldier, but the man coming down the 
hall arrested her full attention. His dark green eyes 
met hers, and a sensually crooked smile crossed his 
lips as he nodded cordially. 

“Mr. Hunter,” she said affably, but without a trace 
of warmth. Her attention returned to the soldier. 

“‘Ma’am,” the soldier began in an apologetic tone, 
“Lieutenant Thomas asked me to pay his regrets. 
He'll not be able to take you to dinner. General 
Johnson was supposed to leave tomorrow for Fort 
Fetterman, but has decided instead to leave tonight. 
The lieutenant and his men are to accompany him.” 

“Thank you for delivering his message,” she 
murmured, casting a surreptitious glance in David's 

The soldier politely wished her a pleasant evening, 
then left. 

Taking a quick step back into the room, Julianne 
attempted to close the door, but before she could, 
David was suddenly at her side, his hand on her wrist. 

“Let me gol” she demanded, trying to free herself 
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from his firm grip. 

He drew her forward, reached behind her, and shut 
the door. Gazing down into her stormy eyes, he said 
with a half-smile, “I couldn't help but overhear what 
the trooper was saying. It’s a shame that you got all 
dressed up for the lieutenant, only to be denied his 
company.” 

He released his hold on her wrist, doffed his 
weather-worn hat, bowed gallantly, and continued, 
“Mis Ross, will you please do me the honor of having 
dinner with me?” He looked down at his buckskins. 
“You'll have to excuse the way I'm dressed, but I 
wasn’t expecting to escort a beautiful young lady to 
dinner.” 

His grin was askew and his eyes were filled with 
merriment. Julianne was perfectly aware that he 
wasn't in the least serious, but was finding the 
situation amusing. 

Absently, he brushed at the unruly lock of hair 
falling across his forehead, raised a brow, and 
remarked gallantly, ‘Miss Ross, if you'll kindly 
accept my invitation, I give you my word as a 
gentleman that I'll treat you with the utmost 
respect.”’ 

Her petulance flared. “You aren’t a gentleman so 
your word as one is worthless. However, I haven't 
had dinner, and eating with you is better than dining 
alone. So, Mr. Hunter, I'll accept your invitation.” 

He laughed freely. ‘Are you always this tactless?”’ 

“I call it honesty. Mr. Hunter, let’s not parry with 
each other. Because you disapprove of journalists, 
you have forbidden me to interview the Sioux. I find 
your refusal unfair, unwarranted, and in my opinion, 
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you're as stubborn as a jackass!” 

“In that case, Miss Ross, you can dine alone. I 
withdraw my invitation."’ He turned on his heel and 
headed for the stairway, leaving Julianne glaring at 
his departing back. 


As Julianne descended the stairs and moved 
toward the hotel dining room, she was inwardly 
fuming. She couldn’t understand why David had 
been so touchy. So she had called him a stubborn 
jackass! Well he was one, wasn’t he? He refused to let 
her write about the Sioux simply because he disliked 
journalists! In her opinion that was acting like a 
stubborn jackass! 

Julianne entered the dining room, her lovely 
presence drawing appreciative gazes from every man 
in the room. She felt uncomfortable about dining 
alone and tried to cover her discomfort with a casual 
air she was far from feeling. 

As she waited for the waiter to show her toa table, 
she happened to notice two officers who were 
watching her quite closely. They could hardly 
beliéve that Miss Ross was alone and were con- 
templating asking her to join them. Their eyes met 
hers, and when she smiled timidly it was all the 
encouragement they needed. The younger of the two 
rose from his chair and walked over to speak to her. 

“Good evening, Miss Ross,”’ he said, his smile 
friendly. 

“You have me at a disadvantage, lieutenant. You 
know my name, but I don’t know yours.” 

“Lieutenant Haley at your service, ma'am. Every 
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soldier on this fort knows who you are. It's very rare 
that Fort Laramie is visited by a lady so charming 
and so beautiful. There isn’t a man on this fort who 
isn’t totally enamored with your beauty.” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant Haley.”’ 

He spoke tentatively. ‘‘Are you dining alone?” 

“Yes, I am. I had a dinner date with Lieutenant 
Thomas, but he had to leave the fort." 

“That explains why you are unchaperoned.” He 
bowed formally. “Will you please join Captain Halls 
and myself for dinner? We would consider it a great 
honor." 

She was grateful that she wouldn't have to dine 
alone. ‘“Thank you, sir. I'd be pleased to join you and 
the captain.” 

Julianne was soon enjoying the evening, for she 
liked the two officers and thought them most 
charming. They vied good-heartedly for her atten- 
tion and tried to impress her with their chivalry. 

She and her companions had finished dinner and 
were doing justice to a bottle of imported wine when 
David Hunter and another man came into the dining 
room. Out of the corner of her eye, Julianne watched 
the two men as they went to a table across from hers 
and sat down. She wasn’t sure if David was aware of 
her presence, for she hadn't seen him look in her 
direction. She wondered about the man with him. 
Like David, he was dressed in buckskins. He was an 
older man, with a full black beard matching the color 
of his hair. 

Her curiosity piqued, she asked the captain, ‘‘Who 
is the gentleman with Mr. Hunter?” 

He glanced over at the two men. “That's Justin 
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Smith. He used to be Fort Laramie’s head scout, but 
now he’s retired and lives on Hunter’s ranch. About 
four years ago, a wagon train came through that was 
contaminated with cholera. There was an outbreak 
here at the fort, and Smith's wife and young daughter 
came down ill. They both died, and Smith took their 
deaths real hard. I understand losing them almost 
drove him crazy. He left the fort and went up into the 
Black Hills. Two years passed before he came back 
out and returned to civilization. As I said before, he 
now lives on Hunter's ranch, but he still visits the 
fort periodically.” 

Julianne was surprised to learn that David owned 
aranch. “If Mr. Hunter has his own ranch, why does 
he work for the Army?” 

The captain shrugged. “I'm not sure, but he once 
told me that although he likes ranching, he gets 
restless.”’ 

Lieutenant Haley decided to disclose his informa- 
tion. “Hunter was orphaned when he was about 
thirteen, and Charles Lansing, who is probably the 
richest man in Wyoming, became Hunter’s guardian. 
Lansing bought a ranch for Hunter, and gave it to 
him lock, stock, and barrel on his twenty-first 
birthday.” The lieutenant sighed enviously. 

Captain Halls, preferring not to discuss Hunter or 
Smith, turned the conversation onto a different 
course. Their bottle of wine was soon empty and 
another one was ordered to replace it. 

By the time the second bottle was drained, 
Julianne was feeling a little tipsy. Knowing she and 
the others were to leave at daybreak, she decided to 
excuse herself and retire to her room. She charmingly 
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thanked the two officers for dinner and for an 
enjoyable evening. Then, putting great effort into 
keeping her steps steady, she moved carefully across 
the room and to the stairs. Pausing, she looked warily 
up at the long flight of stairs; she hoped she could 
climb them without a mishap. Wishing she had 
declined the invitation to join the officers in a second 
boule of wine, she took a deep breath, grasped the 
banister, and began her ascent. 

She had taken only a few steps when she became 
aware of someone climbing the stairs behind her. 
Retaining a firm hold on the banister, she turned 
around to see who it was, but suddenly her head 
began to swim, causing her to lose her balance. David 
Hunter was poised behind her, and as she fell into his 
arms, he swept her off her feet and against his chest. 
As he started up the stairs, cradling her closely, she 
stared angrily into his laughing green eyes. “Let me 
down, damn you!” she cried irritably. 

“Ts that any way to talk to the man who just saved 
you from falling down the stairs and breaking your 
neck?"’ Walking slowly down the hall toward her 
room, David continued easily, “Miss Ross, you 
should learn to hold your liquor. The last time you 
got drunk, you woke up and found yourself in a 
buckboard traveling across the plains.”’ 

He stopped and put her on her feet. Her ex- 
pression resentful, she snapped, ‘‘I am not drunk!” 
Placing her hands on her hips, she asked petulantly, 
“Why are you following me?” 

“I'm not,” he replied, grinning. “I happen to have 
a room here at the hotel.” He gestured down the 
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hallway. ‘“Third room on the right, gaara 
interested.” 

“Well, I'm not interested!" she huffed. 

He was wearing his hat, and touching the brim, he 
murmured smoothly, “Good evening, ma’am.” 

“Good night, Mr. Hunter. I'll see you in the 
morning.” Then remembering her abandoned gown 
and petticoats, she asked anxiously, “By the way, Mr. 
Hunter, tomorrow will we pass the area where my 
clothes were left?” 

“We won't be heading in that direction. I'm sorry, 
ma’am.” He moved as if to leave, but taking Julianne 
unaware, quickly whirled around, wrapped an arm 
about her waist, and drew her snugly against him. 
He bent his head to kiss her, but seeing his intent, she 
turned her face away. Refusing to be denied, he 
placed his hand under her chin and forced her lips up 
to his. 

The mouth pressed against hers was urgent and so 
demanding that it verged on brutality. Julianne was 
familiar with kissing, and, until now, had considered 
herself experienced. But this was the first time her 
passion was awakened. As David's kiss robbed her of 
her senses, she leaned into his embrace. 

He was aware of her surrender. His arms tightened 
about her and he pressed her thighs to his. She didn’t 
fight his hot embrace, but willingly fitted the 
contours of her body to his. 

David’s need was fully aroused, but afraid he 
might not be able to curb his passion, he relin- 
quished her without warning. 

Julianne, her knees weak, gazed up into his face 
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with puzzlement. She wished he'd resume their 
embrace. 

“D ...did I do something wrong?"’ she stam- 
mered, immediately embarrassing herself. She was 
sounding like a loose woman! 

He smiled tenderly. She was sure they were close to 
the same age, but she felt as though he were years 
older and wiser than herself. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong, my pretty 
innocent,” he whispered with kindness. 

She longed to kiss him again, and her desire shone 
in her sultry blue eyes. 

“However,” he explained, his tone suddenly light, 
“if we were to continue our embrace, I'd sweep you in 
my arms and carry you to my room and into my bed.” 

Julianne gasped. No man had ever spoken to her 
so. . . so indelicately. ‘“‘Mr. Hunter, your remark was 
not only uncalled for but was also inexcusably rude.”’ 

“Not rude, ma’am, merely frank.’’ The tender 
interlude they had shared was now dissipated. 

Bidding her a curt good night, he moved quickly 
down the hall, unlocked the door, and went inside. 

Gingerly, Julianne lifted her fingers to her lips. 
They still tingled from his ardent assault. A strange 
feeling was coursing through her, one she'd never 
experienced before. She couldn't adequately describe 
it to herself, but it seemed to be in the form of an ache 
that was centered at her feminine core. Although she 
was innocent, she wasn't totally naive and knew if 
she were to go to David's room, this aching feeling 
within her would be appeased in his intimate 
embrace. Suddenly, she felt frightened by this power 
David Hunter had over her. She had no intentions of 
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giving herself to a man who wasn’t her husband. She 
breathed in deeply in an effort to calm her emotions. 
The intense ache began to subside. As she regained 
her composure, she vowed that hereafter she'd try to 
keep an impersonal distance between herself and 
David Hunter. 


Chapler Five 


Julianne glanced about the small room, searching 
for any article that they may have forgotten to pack. 
Satisfied that nothing would be left behind, she 
turned to Lynda and Kara who were sitting on the 
edge of the bed. She spoke with apparent impatience. 
“Well, Mr. Hunter said we'd leave at daybreak, and 
it’s past that now, so where is he?” 

At that moment a couple of firm raps sounded on 
the door. Admitting their caller, Julianne was 
surprised to see Justin Smith in lieu of David Hunter. 

Stepping through the threshold, the burly man 
doffed his tattered hat. “How do you do, ma'am. My 
name’s Justin Smith.” 

“Yes, know,” Julianne replied. “I saw you in the 
dining room last night with Mr. Hunter.” 

He smiled congenially, and she was quite taken 
with his rugged appeal. The man's heavy beard 
partially camouflaged his good looks, and it had 
taken a moment for Julianne to see that he was 
handsome. She guessed him to be in his late forties or 
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early fifties. 

He disclosed the reason for his presence. “David 
asked me if I’d drive the wagon for you ladies.” 

A petulant frown crossed her face. Apparently, 
Hunter thought her incapable of handling a team of 
horses! She had been right! In David's eyes she was an 
incompetent greenhorn; a helpless woman. 

Justin continued, ‘““The wagon’s parked out front, 
so if you ladies are ready we'll be on our way.” 

They had three valises, and as Justin went to get 
them, he paused to speak to Kara. His dark eyes 
softened fondly. ‘‘Do you remember me?” he asked 
her. “Your father's a good friend of mine, and I wasa 
scout here at Fort Laramie when he adopted you. I'm 
friends with your ma too. I think a lot of both your 

ts.”” 

Kara remembered him. ‘Yes, Mr. Smith, I remem- 
ber you very well. How’s your wife and daughter?” 

He looked away from the girl, managed success- 
fully to gather up all three valises, and on his way to 
the door, mumbled painfully, “My wife and daugh- 
ter died of cholera.” 

Kara wanted to express her condolences, but he left 
the room so quickly she never had the chance. 

Justin had their baggage stored in the wagon and 
was waiting when the women and Kara emerged 
from the hotel. As he helped them into the wagon, he 
let them know that he'd brought hot buttered biscuits 
and fresh coffee from the mess hall. “I thought you 
might be hungry, ‘cause the hotel dining room ain't 
open this early.” 

They thanked him, for they were indeed ready for 
some breakfast» Lynda and Julianne were especially 


65 


grateful for the coffee. 

Justin hefted himself onto the wagon seat and ' 
picked up the reins. Julianne, seated close behind | 
him, asked, “Where's Mr. Hunter?”’ 

“He said he’d meet us at the front gate,” Justin 
answered. He slapped the reins against the team and 
the wagon began to roll. 

Julianne moved so that the canvas top concealed 
her well, for she preferred to postpone the moment 
when she must face David. Just remembering the kiss 
they had shared and the way in which she had 
brazenly responded reddened her cheeks profusely. 

Lynda picked up the coffee container and poured 
the warm brew into a tin cup. She handed it to 
Julianne. 

She was accepting the proffered cup when the 
wagon drew to a halt. She heard David's voice and 
her heart began to beat faster. 

“We're running a little late,’’ David was saying to 
Justin. “I'd like to try and cover about thirty miles 
before dark.” 

“It won't be easy to make that many miles,” Smith 
drawled. ‘‘Not with lady passengers. We'll have to 
take it easy, so they won't be jolted around.” 

“I guess you're right,” David agreed. “We'll try 
instead for twenty.” 

Julianne resented their biased male attitude. Why 
did men consider women so delicate? Putting down 
her cup, she went over and knelt behind the driver's 
seat. ‘Mr. Smith?” she called. 

He glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, ma’am?’’ 

“If Mr. Hunter prefers to make thirty miles today, 
then by all means let’s accommodate him. I can 
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assure you that your passengers will hold up quite 
well.” 

David moved his Appaloosa closer to the wagon, 
and by leaning forward he could see Julianne under 
the white canvas. “Good morning, Miss Ross.” His 
smile was blatantly rakish. 

“Good morning,” she returned collectedly, regret- 
ting that her impulsive act had compelled her to 
move to the front of the wagon. She should've stayed 
out of David's sight, for she’d sensed he would greet 
her with a devilish grin. 

Speaking to Justin, David remarked, ‘If we're 
going to make thirty miles, we'd better get moving.” 

Smith complied, and as they headed through the 
open gate, Julianne returned to her seat beside 
Lynda. She drank her coffee in silence and tried not 
to think about David Hunter. 


By the time the sun was setting in the west, casting 
a golden hue over the landscape, Julianne was bone 
tired. There didn’t seem to be a part of her body that 
wasn't aching from being jolted around in the back 
of the wagon. The ride had been uncomfortable and 
rough, for the terrain they had covered had been part 
road and part broken ground. Lynda and Kara were 
as fatigued as Julianne, and aware of their discom- 
fort, Julianne was tempted to ask Justin to travel a 
little slower tomorrow; however, her stubbornness 
prevailed. She'd not admit that she and the others 
were tiring under the arduous pace. 

As David tended to the horses, Justin built a 
campfire so that Lynda and Julianne could fix the 
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evening meak Cooking over an open flame was a 
chore neither woman was qualified to tackle, and 
seeing their uncertainty, Justin offered his experi- 
enced assistance, Julianne was grudgingly begin- 
ning to admit to herself that she was, after all, a 
greenhorn. 

After dinner, Julianne wandered a short distance 
from the campfire and had paused to admire the star- 
studded sky when David approached, his large dog 
trailing close on his heels. 

Julianne stood beside a towering pine. Propping 
his rifle against the trunk of the tree, David said, 
“You shouldn't stray from the camp.” 

His sudden presence had, as usual, sent her pulse 
racing, but Julianne tried to appear composed. 

David studied her at his leisure. Soft moonbeams 
touched her auburn hair, making the unbound 
tresses shine with reddish highlights. She wore a 
dress of blue and white calico. Although simply 
made it defined her delicately rounded figure. As he 
gazed into her large blue eyes, he thought he could 
see a flicker of desire. 

His perusal was reciprocated, for Julianne was 
acutely aware of his strong but lissome frame over 
which his buckskins fit so snugly. He wasn't wearing 
a hat, and the unruly lock was again falling across his 
forehead, giving him a boyish yet sensual appeal. 
Her gaze met his, and she was soon mesmerized by 
his dark, emerald-colored eyes. They were almost 
effeminate in their beauty, for they were screened by 
long, black lashes that curled on the ends. 

His gaze held her spellbound, and when he 
suddenly glanced away she felt as though she'd been 
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released from a hypnotic trance. 

Deciding to caution her again, he remarked, “It 
could be dangerous for you to wander away from 
camp.” 

“T'm not that far from camp. I'm still easily within 
hearing distance, and if I were threatened, I could call 
for help.” 

“You might not have a chance to cry out,” he 
replied. 

She preferred not to bicker. “Very well, Mr. 
Hunter. Hereafter, I'll stay closer to camp.” 

“I wish you'd call me David.” He smiled disarm- 
ingly. “‘Can’t we be friends?” 

She still believed it would be wise to keep an 
impersonal distance between them. Vividly she 
recalled their kiss and the way she had so ardently 
responded. If it were to happen again, and if he didn’t 
pull back this time, she doubted she would have the 
strength to refuse him. She felt vulnerable to this 
man! Furthermore, she suspected he'd not hesitate to 
take her love, then abandon her with no misgivings. 

“We can be friends, if you want,” she said 
uncertainly, “but I don’t think we should become too 
friendly."’ 

“Why not?” he asked, watching her closely. “What 
are you afraid of?”’ 

“Wh ... what could I possibly fear?’”’ she stam- 
mered. 

“This,” he uttered tersely, sweeping her into his 
embrace. He pressed her thighs to his, then bent her 
over his arm as his lips came down on hers with a 
demanding urgency. His tongue darted between her 
teeth, exploring the softness of her mouth. 
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Her passion was immediately sparked, and she 
thrust her tongue sensually against his, wrapping 
her arms about his neck and clinging tightly to him. 

His manhood hardened. Finding the feel of him 
exciting, she instinctively arched against him. With 
his lips still pressed to hers, his hand moved to fondle 
her breasts. His intimate touch almost brought her to 
her senses, but as his stimulating caress continued, 
Julianne’s willpower was swept away. 

The dog, picking up a scent, growled a warning. 
David released Julianne, turned swiftly, and grabbed 
his rifle. 

As the scent became familiar, Spot's growl changed 
into a friendly whine and he ran to welcome the man 
who emerged from the darkness into the moonlight. 

He was an Indian. There was a savage aura about 
him that caused Julianne to feel frightened. She 
watched with fascination as the warrior, leading his 
horse, steadily drew nearer. He wore a breechcloth 
and high-topped moccasins. A long necklace made 
from some kind of animal's teeth fell against his bare 
chest, and his straight, shoulder-length black hair 
was held away from his face with a leather band 
embellished with beads. He was now so close that she 
could see his face. His features were attractive—high 
forehead, dark intelligent eyes, straight nose, and 
firm lips. His youthful body was strong and 
muscular and his copper-colored skin was free of 
blemishes. She estimated his age to be about the same 
as David's. 

The warrior smiled, revealing white even teeth. He 
held out his hand to David. “Bear Fighter,” he 
murmured in a deep, pleasant voice. 
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_' David slipped his hand into his friend’s and 
grasped it firmly. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon. I 
thought you were going to wait for us at the foot of 
the Hills.”’ 

“My men are there waiting. I came ahead, for I 
am anxious to see Morning Star.” 

Turning to Julianne, David explained, “Kara's 
Sioux name is Morning Star. Iron Kettle named her 
himself.” 

“Is Morning Star well?” the warrior asked. 

“Yes, she's fine.” David placed an arm around 
Julianne’s shoulders and drew her snugly against his 
side. “Flying Hawk, I want you to meet Miss Ross, 
who is traveling with Morning Star.” 

Flying Hawk! Julianne gasped to herself, remem- 
bering that Lieutenant Thomas had said the warrior 
was rebellious and dangerous. 

Flying Hawk looked at her and smiled, but 
Julianne noticed that the expression in his eyes was 
not congenial. He doesn't like me, she thought. She 
had a feeling he disliked anyone who was white, with 
the exception of David. 

David removed his arm, took Julianne’s hand, and 
motioned for Flying Hawk to follow as they started 
back to camp. 

Justin was sitting alone at the campfire. At their 
approach he got to his feet. A large grin spread across 
his face at the sight of Flying Hawk. 

Julianne watched with surprise as the warrior and 
Smith shook hands eagerly. Apparently, she had 
been mistaken about Flying Hawk. 

“Has Kara gone to bed?’’ David asked Smith. 

“She and Mrs. Meyers just now went into the 
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wagon, so Kara hasn't had time to get ready for bed.” 

“T'll get her,” Julianne offered, leaving the men 
and walking over to the back of the wagon. “Kara?” 
she called. ‘There’s someone here to see you.” 

The girl was perplexed. Who could it possibly be? 
She climbed down from the wagon with Lynda close 
behind. As she headed for the campfire, the unex- 
pected sight of a warrior caused her steps to falter. 

Seeing her hesitation, David said gently, ‘It’s all 
right, Kara. This is Flying Hawk and he wants to see 
you. He knew you when you lived with the Sioux.” 

She didn’t remember Flying Hawk and had no 
wish to meet with him. His savage presence fright- 
ened her. 

All eyes had been on Kara, and no one had seen 
how Lynda’s face had paled when David spoke the 
warrior’s name. Nor did any of them pay any 
attention to Lynda as she now turned away from the 
gathering and moved to conceal herself behind the 


Her stomach contracted, and for a moment she 
thought she might be violently sick. She breathed in 
deeply, and the nauseous sensation passed. Flying 
Hawk! The name thundered through her mind and 
cut painfully into her heart. Oh God! she moaned 
inwardly. Why did you bring that murderer into my 
life? Why? Why must I be punished so cruelly? 

On shaky legs she moved to the far side of the 
wagon, braced her arm against the large wheel, and 
pillowing her head on her arm, cried uncontrollably. 
She had come face to face with the man who had 
killed her husband, and the shocking ordeal was 
more than she could bear. 
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Meanwhile, Flying Hawk had gone to Kara and 
was looking down thoughtfully into her large brown 
eyes. “Morning Star,” he said softly. “Your great- 
grandfather will be pleased to see you. He will soon 
go to the Spirit world. It is good that you have come 
to him.” 

A cold chill ran up the girl's spine. She was scared 
of the warrior, although she didn’t understand why. 
He was friendly, and the expression in his dark eyes 
was warm. Overwhelmed by her fear, she whirled, 
ran back to the wagon, and climbed inside. 

“Kara!” Julianne cried. She turned to follow her 
but was detained by David's voice. 

“Wait!” he said sharply. He gestured for her to join 
him at the campfire. ‘There's something I want to 
talk to you about.” He glanced over the area. 
“Where's Mrs. Meyers?” 

“I don’t know,” Julianne answered. 

“Mrs. Meyers!" David called loudly. 

He was answered immediately. “Yes, Mr. Hunter?” 
Lynda responded, walking around from the other 
side of the wagon. 

“Would you please join us?” he asked. 

Keeping her vision turned away from Flying 
Hawk, she went to the campfire and sat down. 
Julianne, finding a place beside Lynda, noticed that 
the woman's eyes were red and wondered if she'd 
been crying. 

The three men seated themselves across from the 
ladies. Looking at Julianne and Lynda over the 
campfire's darting flames, David said, ‘“When Con- 
gressman Landon was making arrangements for 
Kara to visit Iron Kettle, he wrote me a letter and 
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asked me to keep a close eye on Kara. In the letter, he 
informed me that he had decided not to go into detail 
about Kara's life with her chaperones. He said if I 
should think it necessary to do so, then I had his 
permission to tell both of you what happened to Kara 
when she was still living with the Sioux.” 

Julianne was surprised to hear that Congressman 
Landon had written to David. She'd had no idea that 
the two men were acquainted. 

“When Kara was four years old, she was in the 
midst of a massacre. Iron Kettle’s village was attacked 
by soldiers and several people, including women and 
children, were murdered. It seems that Kara has 
blocked the massacre from her mind. Landon and his 
wife are sure the memory is still with her, even 
though she refuses to face it. This visit to Iron Kettle 
is liable to revive her memory of the massacre.” 

“Do you suppose that’s why she’s afraid of Flying 
Hawk?” Julianne asked. “Is she afraid he'll trigger 
her memory?” 

“I don’t know,” David answered. “But coming 
back to the Black Hills and entering a Sioux village 
will most likely make her remember what happened. 
You and Mrs. Meyers must watch her closely, and be 
there for her if she should need you.” 

They agreed, both of them hoping Kara would be 
able to face her tragic past, then overcome it. 

Lynda had been finding it terribly difficult to sit at 
the same campfire with the man who had caused her 
husband's death, and longing to return to the wagon, 
she said to David, “If you have nothing more to say, 
I'd like to retire.” 

He assented, and as Lynda rose, the men also stood. 
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Her legs were still weak, and they felt too wobbly to 
support her, She stepped carefully, but didn’t see the 
large stone blocking her path, and as her foot came 
down on it, her ankle turned. Losing her balance, 
Lynda tottered precariously and would have fallen if 
Flying Hawk hadn't lurched forward in time tocatch 
her. 
In an effort to steady her, his strong arms wrapped 
about her supportively. Finding herself in the 
warrior’s embrace sent a repulsive shiver throughout 
her body. She extricated herself from his firm grasp, 
and as strength returned to her legs, she fled to the 
wagon. 

She paid no attention to Kara as she went to her 
pallet and fell upon it. She rubbed vigorously at her 
arms as though she could wipe away the warrior’s 
touch. She could still feel the firmness in his grip, 
and the hardness of his chest when she had fleetingly 
leaned against him. 

She rolled to her side and drew up her knees. Her 
small hands doubled into fists as she bit into her 
bottom lip to keep from crying. Oh God, how 
horrible it had been to be in Flying Hawk's arms; to 
be held by the man who had killed her husband! I 
wish he were dead! she cried silently. He deserves to 
die! Suddenly, a wild, deranged gleam came to her 
eyes. She would kill him herself! She'd avenge her 
husband! But could she bring herself to kill another 
human being? Was she capable of murder? It 
wouldn't be murder, she told herself. It would be an 
execution! If she were caught, what would happen to 
her? Would she in turn lose her own life? Did it really 
matter? What was her life without her husband? She 
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didn’t believe she'd ever fall in love again but would 
spend the rest of her days longing for the man she had 
lost. 


“Lynda,” Kara began, “is anything wrong?” 

“No,” she uttered, her voice sounding a little 
strange. “Everything is all right. Or at least it soon 
will be.” 
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The next day Lynda didn’t come into close contact 
with Flying Hawk, for he rode alongside David a 
short distance ahead of the wagon. It seemed ironic 
that she was actually traveling in the same company 
with the man who had killed her husband. She was 
tempted to tell Mr. Hunter and the others that Flying 
Hawk was involved in her husband's death. How- 
ever, she refrained from doing so because her scheme 
to avenge her husband was still lurking in the dark 
shadows of her mind. 

Lynda did not want to see Flying Hawk, and 
traveled in the back of the wagon with Kara. Julianne 
sat with Justin, as she found riding in the open far 
more pleasant than remaining confined under the 
wagon’s canvas. 

The day was sunny and Julianne donned a straw 
bonnet, its wide brim shading her eyes. She wore a 
simple, mauve-colored dress that buttoned to the 
neck. As she undid the top two buttons, she said to 
Justin, “It’s getting warm, isn’t iv” 
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“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed. He'd already divested 
himself of his jacket and had his shirt sleeves rolled 
up, displaying his powerfully muscled arms. 

Julianne watched as Justin reached beneath the 
seat, drew out a flask, uncapped it, and took a large 
swallow of its contents. Julianne caught the strong 
smell of whiskey. “Isn't it a little early for that?”’ she 
asked, pointing at the flask he still held in his hand. 
“My goodness, it isn’t even noon yet.” 

He shrugged off her words and quaffed down 
another generous swallow. She wanted to discourage 
him from further drinking but knew it wasn’t her 
place to do so. Again he put the flask to his lips, tilted 
it up, and helped himself to a large amount. Then he 
capped it and stuck it back under the seat. 

At that moment David rode up alongside the 
wagon and announced, “About two miles ahead, 
there’s a good place to stop for lunch.’’ He had seen 
Justin drink from the flask, and although he was 
tempted to express his disapproval, he decided not to 
say anything. He turned to look at Julianne, and 
finding her enchanting, smiled engagingly. She 
thought he'd say something to her, but instead he 
rode away from the wagon and rejoined Flying 
Hawk. 

Keeping his Appaloosa in stride with the warrior’s 
white stallion. David said worriedly, ‘Justin's 
hitting the whiskey again.” 

Flying Hawk was concerned. “I had hoped, in 
time, he’d not need the whiskey.” 

“He's been drinking heavy now for four years, and 
I think his problem is getting worse instead of 
better.” David sighed deeply. “I'm really worried 
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about him.” 

“He drinks to forget,” Flying Hawk murmured. 

“But it doesn’t make him forget. When he’s drunk 
all he can talk about, or think about, are his wife and 
daughter.” 

“He loved them very much.” 

“It’s been four years now, and Justin needs to find 
a way to put his grief behind him.” 

They rode on in silence, both men involved in their 
own thoughts. There was no one whom David 
respected or loved more than Justin Smith. He'd 
known him since he’d been a boy of thirteen, and as he 
had grown into manhood, a strong, lasting friend- 
ship had developed between himself and Justin. 
Now, Justin's drinking had him gravely worried. 
More than once he'd tried to talk about this with 
Justin, but the discussions always turned into an 
argument that Justin would end by telling David to 
mind his own business. Not wanting to jeopardize 
their friendship, David would simply comply and let 
the matter rest. 

David’s thoughts switched to Flying Hawk. He 
had yet to broach the subject of gun selling, but he 
knew it had to be done soon. He had a lot to talk over 
with Flying Hawk, and if the warrior agreed to 
General Johnson’s terms, then there were plans to be 
made. 

“Tonight, after supper,” David said to Flying 
Hawk, “I need to talk to you alone.” 

“You sound serious, Bear Fighter.” 

“What we need to discuss is serious.”’ 

The warrior nodded agreeably. “After supper, we 
will take a walk.” 
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David sank back into his thoughts. He'd deliver 
the general's message to Flying Hawk and would 
advise his blood brother to cooperate. He believed, in 
this instance, that it would be wise for Flying Hawk 
to work with the Army. 


At noon they camped beside a clear stream no 
wider than a creek. The water was cool, for it flowed 
on downward from the snow-capped mountain 
peaks. The azure stream meandered through a 
tableau rich with vegetation and lush green foliage. 
The terrain, interspersed with towering pine and 
spruce trees, was breathtakingly beautiful. Billow- 
ing clouds floated overhead, their cottony whiteness 
standing out starkly against the brilliant blue sky. 

Julianne was poised near the flowing water 
admiring the scenery when David came and stood at 
her side 


“J never dreamed this part of the country was so 
beautiful,” she murmured. 

“The land in the Black Hills is even more 
beautiful.” 

She smiled warmly. “I’m beginning to wonder if 
I’m not a county girl at heart. I've only begun to 
view this virgin wilderness, and I’m already dreading 
returning to the city.” 

“Can you wonder why the Indians are so desperate 
to hold on to this land?” 

Her smile waned. “I can’t blame them for trying, 
but we both know it'll be taken away from them.” 

“Maybe not,”” he replied. “When it comes to 
Indians, our government can be heartless as well as 


greedy, but maybe the Indians will be able to keep the 
Jand in the Black Hills.” 

She turned and faced him. “Surely you don’t 
believe that.” 

“J believe there’s a chance,” he answered. How- 
ever, his voice lacked conviction. Although the 

had said that the Sioux could remain in the 
Black Hills if Flying Hawk cooperated, David was 
skeptical. The government officials weren't above 
deceit, and he knew General Johnson was merely 
their spokesman and held no real power. 

Julianne glanced back at the wagon. “I need to 
help Lynda and Kara with lunch.” 

“They can manage without you,” David said, 
reaching for her hand. ‘‘Let’s take a walk.’ Without 
waiting for her consent, he urged her away from the 
area and farther downstream. 

Strolling hand in hand, David kept their conversa- 
tion impersonal until, pausing beside a tall pine, he 
gripped her shoulders, gazed down into her heart- 
shaped face and murmured, “Julianne, I think I've 
offended you a few times, and I want to apologize.” 

She was surprised, for she certainly hadn’t been 
expecting an apology. ‘You haven't offended me,”’ 
she replied, then added with a smile, “but you have 
gotten my dander up more than once.” 

“I think we got off on the wrong foot. And I take 
full blame.” 

Julianne studied him guardedly for a moment, 
then decided he was sincere. ‘No, you aren't totally 
to blame. I’m not very easy to get along with.” 

“] find that hard to believe,” he uttered deeply. 
Carefully he untied the ribbons on her straw bonnet, 


then placed her hat and his on the ground. Now, with 
no wide brims to get in the way, he drew her closer, 
bent his head, and pressed his lips to hers. His 
lingering kiss was tender. 

Relinquishing her reluctantly, he slipped his hand 
back into hers and they stepped to the narrow stream 
and sat on the bank. 

As he placed his arm about her shoulders, she 
snuggled close. She felt warm and happy inside, and 
knew that this affable relationship that had suddenly 
sprung up between them was the reason for her 
contentment. She wondered if she was falling in love. 
Glancing sideways at David's sensual good looks, she 
indeed felt in danger of losing her heart. For a 
fleeting moment she was a little leery. Again she 
wondered if this man would take her heart, break it 
into pieces, and then ride out of her life. She quickly 
routed such thoughts from her mind. 

Longing to learn more about him, she said lead- 
ingly, ‘I understand you have a ranch.” 

“That's right,’ he confirmed, but offered no 
further information. 

“The night I had dinner with Captain Halls and 
Lieutenant Haley, the lieutenant said that your 
guardian gave you the ranch. I think he said his name 
is Charles Lansing, and he’s very wealthy.” 

Although David was noncommittal, he seemed to 
be deep in thought. Julianne wondered if he was 
trying to decide whether or not to talk about himself. 

He removed his arm from about her shoulders, 
stretched out on the grassy bank, and folded his arms 
beneath his head. ‘““My parents owned a farm in 
Kansas. It wasn’t much of a farm, they were barely 
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able to scratch a living out of it. My father was a 
foolish dreamer. He wanted to be rich and was always 
trying to find a way to obtain quick, easy money. I 
was twelve when my mother died. Shortly after her 
death, my father sold the farm and we took off for the 
Black Hills. He'd heard there was gold in the Hills. 
He kept telling me, ‘Son, the gold is just sittin’ there, 
waitin’ for us to come and get it.’ Well, he wasn'tonly 
a dreamer, he was alsoa drunk. And he was drunk the 
day a small band of Sioux attacked us. My father was 
killed and I was taken prisoner.” 

David didn’t tell Julianne about the degradation 
he'd suffered at the hands of Two Moons, the young 
chief who had taken David as his slave. 

“A couple of days later, I was traded to Black Wolf. 
At the time, I didn’t realize that Black Wolf had made 
the trade in order to save my life and set me free. To 
make a long story short, Black Wolf and I became 
friends. He’s a half-breed and Charles Lansing is his 
grandfather. Charles didn’t even know that he had a 
grandson until he happened to meet up with Justin. 
They started talking, and as one thing led to another, 
Justin realized that Black Wolf's white mother was 
Charles’ daughter, who had been stolen over thirty 
years ago.” 

“Did Justin take Mr. Lansing to see Black Wolf?” 

“Yes. I was living in the same village as Black Wolf 
when Charles arrived. He invited both Black Wolf 
and me to visit him at his ranch. Although Black 
Wolf returned to the Sioux, I stayed with Charles.” 

“Why did Mr. Lansing buy you a ranch?” 

“He said that he felt he had found two grandsons— 
Black Wolf and myself.” 
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“What happened to Black Wolf? Is he still in the 
Black Hills?” 

“No. After his father Chief Running Horse died, 
he returned to Charles’ home. He lives there now 
with his wife Alisha and their two children. He's now 
known as Chuck Lansing and is seldom referred toas 
Black Wolf.” 

“I'd like to meet him and Mr. Lansing.” 

David smiled. ““Maybe someday you will.’’ He got 

to his feet, grasped her hand, and drew her up into his 
arms. 
Julianne offered no resistance. She went into his 
embrace willingly, almost anxiously. Placing a hand 
beneath her chin, he tilted her face upward and 
studied her lovely features, finding her blue eyes and 
sultry lips captivating. As her loveliness hit him full 
force, he realized he was falling in love with this 
enticing vixen. At first the knowledge was pleasant 
and heady, but then his present military assignment 
crossed his mind. The mission he had undertaken 
was imperative and dangerous. He couldn't allow 
Julianne to become involved, not even remotely. For 
now, he must keep their relationship casual. But 
when this business with General Johnson was 
completed, he'd make Julianne his own, even if he 
had to travel to Washington, D.C., in order to claim 
her. 

When he suddenly released her, Julianne was 
disappointed, for she'd been expecting a kiss. She 
watched him as he scooped up their hats and gestured 
for her to follow. 

As they fell into stride, he handed over the straw 
bonnet, and she carried it loosely at her side. He 
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remained strangely withdrawn during their short 
trek back to camp. 


As the travelers prepared to pull out, Julianne 
informed Lynda that she was going to ride in the 
back of the wagon and take a nap. Although Lynda 
preferred to keep Flying Hawk out of her sight, she 
nonetheless decided to join Justin, for the air was 
refreshing and she was reluctant to return to the 
stuffy confinement inside the wagon. 

She climbed up on the seat, adjusted her bonnet, 
and waited for Justin. He had skipped lunch, saying 
he was going for a walk and would be back soon. 
When he hadn't returned, David went to look for 
him. 

Looking about, she now caught sight of them 
coming toward the wagon. Justin was walking 
unsteadily and David had a supportive arm around 
the big man’s waist. 

“Has Mr. Smith been injured?” Lynda called. 

“No, ma’am,” David answered, guiding their steps 
to the rear of the wagon. ‘“‘He’s had a little too much 
to drink.” David assisted Justin over the backboard, 
telling Julianne to help him onto a pallet. 

He walked away swiftly and went over to Flying 
Hawk who was seated on his horse. The two men 
conversed for a couple of minutes. Then, dismount- 
ing, Flying Hawk led his mount to the back of the 
wagon and tied him securely. Moving lithely, he 
climbed up beside Lynda and took the reins. 

His nearness made Lynda recoil, and she moved as 
far over on the seat as possible. If he was aware of how 
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she felt, he didn’t let on. He laid the reins against the 
horses’ backs, and the wagon took off with a slight 
lurch. 

She couldn't bear being so close to this man. 
Turning around, she started to climb over the back of 
the seat, but as she did so, the wheels rolled over a 
large rock. The sudden jolt sent her off balance, and 
she fell helplessly against Flying Hawk. 

Holding the reins in one hand, he used his free one 
to steady her back on the seat. A grin spread across his 
savagely handsome face. ‘White woman, twice you 
have fallen in my arms, and twice I have released you. 
Do not try a third time. You are a beautiful woman, 
and if there is a third time, I might not let you go so 
easily.’ 

Anger flared in her eyes. “I don’t want you 
touching me!” 

“Then stay away from me,’’ he answered evenly. 

“That is exactly what I intend todo!” she snapped, 
and once again attempted to crawl over the seat. 
However, his hand on her arm deterred her. 

“Do you hate all Sioux, or is your hate only for 
me?” 

She brushed aside his hand. “I told you not to 
touch mel!” 

His arm lurched out, grabbed her about the waist, 
and jerked her against his side. “Listen to me, white 
woman,” he said, keeping his voice lowered so he'd 
not be overheard. ‘When you talk to me, watch your 
tongue. You are a woman who does not know her 
place.” 

“I'm not one of your squaws, so don't talk to meas 
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y though I am. I'll treat you as I damned well please.” 
She tried vainly to escape his tenacious hold. 

“If you will sit still, I'll release you.” 

She continued to squirm. 

“Tell me why you are so unfriendly,” he de- 
manded through gritted teeth. 

Growing tired, she ceased her struggles, and as she 
did so, became acutely aware of his manly closeness. 
Although she despised him, she couldn't deny that he 
was handsome. Today he wasn't wearing a breech- 
cloth but was dressed in suede leggings and a 
buckskin shirt. 

She grew limp, and he removed his arm. Freed, she 
climbed quickly over the seat, her lifted skirt giving 
Flying Hawk a fleeting glimpse of her long, slender 
legs. 

Julianne and Kara were resting on their pallets and 
Justin was occupying hers. There was no place 
for her to sit, unless she wanted to remain behind the 
seat. However, that would place her too close to 
Flying Hawk. She moved over to Kara, took off her 
bonnet, and shared the girl’s pallet. 

“I thought you wanted to ride outside,” Julianne 
said, aware of Lynda’s presence. 

“I refuse to sit with that... that Indian!” she 
whispered heatedly. 

“I don’t understand why you feel that way. Flying 
Hawk seems very nice, although I get the feeling he 
doesn't especially like whites.” 

“OF course he doesn’t. He kills them.” 

Julianne didn’t reply, for she supposed that Flying 
Hawk was guilty as charged. Furthermore, she 
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couldn’t blame Lynda for feeling hostile. After all, 
her husband had been killed in a battle with the 
Sioux. 

When Justin spoke, they were both startled. They 
had believed him to be asleep. “Mrs. Meyers, don’t be 
so fast to place all the guilt on the Sioux. There’s two 
sides to this conflict between the Indians and the 
whites. Take Flying Hawk for an example. When he 
was twelve years old, his father and mother were 
massacred by white soldiers. He also saw these same 
soldiers murder children, some of them babies.” 

Kara was awake, and at Justin's words, she had 
tensed. She felt as though she had been at this 
massacre, but she couldn't be sure if it had only been 
a dream. 

“Indians have killed white children,” Lynda 
retorted. 

“Vicious circle, ain't it, Mrs. Meyers?’ Justin 
drawled, then reached into his shirt pocket and found 
his flask. He wrenched off the cap and gulped a huge 
swallow. “About the only thing in life a man can 
depend on is a good swig of whiskey.” 

Watching him, Julianne asked with an amused 
smile, “And what can a woman depend on, Mr. 
Smith?” 

Holding out the flask, he asked, ““Want a drink?” 

“Touché, Justin Smith, but I think I'll pass.” 

He took another big drink, then said, “I like you, 
Miss Ross. I just hope David has enough sense not to 
let you get away.” 

So do I, Julianne thought. So do I. 





Chapler Sever 


David and Flying Hawk walked a short distance 
from the camp and sat beneath a large tree with their 
backs against its broad trunk. The night was clear, 
and the soft moonlight filtered down through the 
outstretched branches. 

His thoughts on Lynda, Flying Hawk asked, “Do 
you know why Mrs. Meyers despises me? Or does she 
hate anyone who is Sioux?” 

Flying Hawk's inquiry startled David. He hadn't 
realized Lynda Meyers harbored ill feelings, but 
mostly he was surprised that Flying Hawk cared 
what the woman thought. David was perfectly aware 
that his blood brother had no love for whites. 

“I didn’t know that Mrs. Meyers is not friendly to 
you,” David finally answered. Then suddenly he 
snapped his fingers and exclaimed, “Damn! How 
could I have forgotten!” 

“Forgotten what?” 

“Mrs. Meyers’ husband was a lieutenant stationed 
at Fort Laramie. Her husband was killed during a 
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skirmish with the Sioux. Quite a few of his men 
survived, a couple of them reported that you had led 
the attack and that they had seen you shoot the 
lieutenant. It wasn't until after Mrs. Meyers moved 
from the fort that the Army learned the battle was led 
by Two Moons. I suppose Mrs. Meyers still thinks 
you killed her husband. When we return tocamp, I'll 
set her straight.” 

“Nol” Flying Hawk said strongly. “Let her 
continue to believe I am guilty.” 

“Why?” David didn’t understand his logic. 

Flying Hawk smiled easily. ‘I want to see if the 
white woman is as brave as I think she is. If she is, 
then she will try to kill me.” 

“She might succeed,"” David remarked flatly. 

The warrior chuckled. ‘My brother, do you think I 
would let a woman outsmart me? She believes herself 
the predator, but she is the prey and will be caught in 
her own trap.”’ 

“You haven't stooped to killing women, have 
you?” David asked, knowing full well he hadn't. But 
he wanted to know what Flying Hawk was contem- 
plating. 

“She will not die," the warrior said, expressing 
litle emotion. 

“And?” David urged. 

Flying Hawk shrugged. ‘We will see.” 

David dropped the subject. They had something 
far more important to discuss. ‘‘General Johnson 
was at Fort Laramie, and he knows rifles are being 
sold to the Sioux.” 

David paused, waiting for Flying Hawk's denial 
or admission, but receiving neither one, he con- 


90 


tinued, ‘The general wants to offer you a proposi- 
tion and asked me to deliver it.”’ 

The warrior smirked distrustfully. “What is this 
proposition?” 

“He says if you'll cooperate and help the Army 
arrest these gunrunners, the Fort Laramie Treaty 
will continue to be honored. The land in the Black 
Hills will remain the Sioux’s domain.” 

“Do you believe him?” 

“I don’t know,” David admitted. “But, regardless, 
I think you should cooperate. These extra rifles will 
only give warriors the initiative to declare a full- 
fledged war, and many of your people will die. It'll 
make no difference how many weapons the Sioux 
possess, they will still be beaten. The Army has too 
much manpower. Also, even though the Sioux will 
have these rifles, believe me, the Army's weapons will 
be superior.”’ He turned so that he faced his friend. 
“The rifles the Sioux are buying will inevitably lead 
to their doom. If you help the Army put a stop to 
these gunrunners, by God, maybe the government 
officials will express their gratitude by letting your 
people remain on their land.” 

“I have no faith in your government,” Flying 
Hawk mumbled. He sat silently as he mulled over 
what David had told him. “I will cooperate,” he 
answered after several minutes had elapsed. “I agree 
that these rifles will not bring my people a victory but 
will cost more lives. If there is even a small chance 
that your chiefs in Washington will continue to 
abide by the Fort Laramie Treaty, then that one 
chance is worth the risk I will take.” 

“IT think you've made the right decision.” 
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“Only time will tell, my brother,” he said 
wistfully. 

David got down to business. ‘“The Army wants the 
man who is behind the selling of these guns, and they 
doubt very seriously if he’s personally involved in the 
final exchange.” 

“I suppose the white chiefs have a plan?” 

“Yes, they do and it’s dangerous.” 

Flying Hawk chuckled dryly. “Dangerous? Who 
will be in danger? You and me?" 

“You've got it,” David remarked. 

“Tell me this plan, Bear Fighter, and I will see if it 
can be carried out.” 

“You need to set up a rendezvous between us and 
the men who are delivering the rifles. How long do 
you think that will take?” 

“It can be arranged very quickly. The gun sellers 
are now on Sioux land.”’ 

“Are you involved with them.” 

“No,” he negated. ‘But through Two Moons, I 

“Do you know where these men are from?” 

He nodded. “‘Mexico.” 

“Mexico!” David exclaimed. It took a moment for 
him to recover from his surprise. He hadn't expected 
to travel such a distance to find the man behind the 
gun selling. Then he grinned and remarked casually, 
“Flying Hawk, my brother, it looks like we’re gonna 
be goin’ to Mexico.” 


Their northerly course had kept the travelers 
following the narrow stream, but as their journey 
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took them closer to the region known as the Black 
Hills, the stream had widened considerably. 

Again, they were camped close to the flowing bed 
of water, only it was now much deeper and undu- 
lating waves ruffled the surface. 

Following the evening meal, Flying Hawk and 
David had left the camp so they could talk privately. 
The women and Kara had gone to the wagon and 
retired to their pallets. 

Sleep had come quickly to Julianne and Kara, but 
Lynda was unable to put her mind at rest, causing 
her to toss and turn. Finally, deciding sleep was 
impossible, she gathered up a bar of soap anda towel. 
She'd go down to the water and take a quick bath. 
Afterwards, maybe she'd be so relaxed that slumber 
would no longer elude her. She grabbed her robe and 
slipped it on over her cotton nightgown, then 
clutching the soap and towel, she quietly left the 
wagon. 

Glancing toward the campfire, she could see 
Justin stretched out on his bedroll, his flask resting 
on his chest. Lynda frowned irritably, for she found 
the man’s excessive drinking distasteful. Her eyes 
flitted over the silent camp in search of David or 
Flying Hawk, but they were still absent. 

She was barefooted, so she stepped cautiously as 
she slipped away from the campsite and a short way 
downstream. The full moon, resplendent in the 
cloudless sky, shone down on a cluster of bushes 
growing close to the water’s edge. Stopping, Lynda 
hastily removed her robe and gown, hung them over 
the shrubbery, then hurried into the cool stream. 

Meanwhile, David and Flying Hawk had returned 
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to camp. Deciding to check on the ladies, David went 
to the back of the wagon and called softly, “Is 
everything all right?" He was answered by silence. 
He supposed they were asleep and started to leave, 
but for some intuitive reason, he paused. Wanting to 
make sure that his three charges were there, he 
decided to take a look inside. Lynda’s empty pallet 
was evident and David hastened to the campfire. 
Flying Hawk was sitting beside the inebriated Justin, 
who was still sprawled on his bedroll. 

“Mrs. Meyers is gone,"’ David announced, his tone 
laced with concern. “I'm going to look for her.” 

“No!” Flying Hawk objected, bounding to his feet. 
“T will find her.” 

He didn’t wait for David's approbation, but moved 
to the water with long, graceful strides and began 
heading downstream. 

Flying Hawk wasn't sure why he felt compelled to 
search for the white woman. He should put her out of 
his mind, she could only mean trouble for him. But 
for some inexplicable reason, he was drawn to her 
and lacked the will to thrust her from his thoughts. 

Lynda was in the process of sudsing herself 
thoroughly when Flying Hawk caught sight of her. 
She was totally unaware of his presence. 

Moving with the stealth of a stalking panther, the 
warrior stripped away his clothes and waded into the 
water. 

Lynda’s back was turned toward the bank, but 
sensing danger, she whirled about. She was standing 
waist-level, and upon seeing Flying Hawk, she 
dropped down into the water until her breasts were 
hidden from his piercing eyes. She held her gaze on 
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his face, refusing to view his stark nakedness. 

“How dare you!” she said furiously as he came 
closer. Lynda was too angry to be frightened. 

Offering no explanation for his boldness, he held 
out his hand and asked casually, ‘‘Do you mind if I 
borrow the soap?” 

She threw it at him, but her aim was off target and 
the slippery bar made a splash in the water before 
sinking out of sight. 

“Get away from me!” she ordered. 

Defying her, he moved with incredible speed, and 
before she could scream for help, he had her thrust 
against him with his lips pressed forcefully to hers. 

She fought frantically, but he soon had her arms 
pinned behind her, one strong hand trapping her 
wrists. His other hand was tangled in her long, heavy 
tresses, keeping her head immovable so that his 
mouth could continue its demanding pressure. 

His manhood came to life, and she felt it stiffen 
between her bare thighs. She was shaken by a violent 
tremor and wasn’t sure if it had been brought on by 
repulsion or desire. 

He moved his hand from her hair so that his arm 
could wrap about her waist. Sull holding her 
imprisoned, he lifted her onto his erect, throbbing 
member. Weightless in the water, her legs parted and 
floated on either side of his waist. She made a fruitless 
effort to push her legs downward and stand on the 
bottom, but sensing this, Flying Hawk slipped his 
hand beneath her buttocks. She was helplessly 
elevated, and her feminine core was open to his 
invasion. She knew there was no way she could 
prevent his intimate entry. 
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He lessened the pressure of his mouth on hers and 
whispered hoarsely, “White woman, you fight me 
with your heart, but not with your body. With one 
thrust, my hardness would slip inside you. It would 
feel good to both of us.” 

This was her chance to scream, so why didn’t she? 
Why was she suddenly allowing this savage to 
mesmerize her? 

Gently, his hips moved forward and the very tip of 
his hardness entered her now moist crevice. ““You are 
ready for me, my entry would not be hindered by 

An uncontrollable moan came from deep in her 
throat. She had no power against the wish to feel all 
of him inside her; to ride his splendid manhood until 
the ache within her subsided. 

However, her hate for Flying Hawk was strong, 
and, all at once, it emerged victoriously. She opened 
her mouth to scream. But as she did, his mouth 
crashed against hers and his hips thrust viciously, 
sending his erection deep within her velvety depths. 

The force behind his invasion caused Lynda to bite 
sharply into Flying Hawk's bottom lip. Her teeth 
drew blood, and it flowed freely from his mouth into 
hers. 

He pounded into her aggressively. Surrendering to 
the fiery longing she could no longer control, Lynda 
responded with abandon. 

He carried her out of the water with her legs still 
wrapped about his waist and his manhood lodged 
deeply within her. 

Reaching the bank, he knelt carefully and eased 
her to the ground. Their intimate contact remained 
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unbroken as he lifted her legs to his back and lunged 
forward for even deeper penetration. 

She cried out with ecstasy, and locking her ankles, 
she took the full length of him, reveling in the 
pleasure of his hardness dipping ever farther into 
her. 

His mouth came down on hers and she welcomed 
his tongue as it darted between her teeth. His lip was 
still bleeding. The taste of his blood seemed to arouse 
her to even greater heights. Wrapped together in 
their fiery embrace, the lovers gave way to their all- 
consuming bliss. 

When Flying Hawk's pleasure began to peak, he 
wanted to delay it but was carried onward with an 
explosive force he could no longer control. His 
sinewy body trembled as his seed spewed forth 
copiously. 

Achieving her own ecstatic relief, Lynda moaned 
as she clung tightly to the man who had taken her to 
love's satisfying crescendo. 

With her needs now sated, reality struck Lynda 
with a bolt, compelling her to push the warrior aside 
and leap to her feet. She was ashamed and totally 
disgusted. Dear Lord, how could she have stooped to 
such dishonor as to give herself to this warrior? She 
had actually made love to the man who had killed her 
husband! Lurching for her gown and robe, she 
grabbed them and dressed awkwardly. Her hands 
shook and her whole body trembled with rage. 
Although she hated Flying Hawk with a passion, at 
this moment, she hated herself even more. 

Flying Hawk sensed her feelings, and, standing, he 
reached for her, but she avoided his touch. As she 
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stepped forward, intending to brush past him and ’ 
hurry back to camp, his hand snaked outand grasped 
her wrist. 

Seeing her misery, he decided to let her know that 
Two Moons had been responsible for her husband's 
death, but before he could, she jerked free, spit into 
his face, and uttered viciously, ‘““You low-down, 
murdering scum!” 

He was taken aback by her expression of contempt, 
but as his surprise waned, his own anger s 
Wiping her spittle from his cheek, he threatened, 
“White woman, if you are not careful, someday your 
hair may hang from my lance.” It was a hollow — 
threat, for he knew he wouldn't kill her, buthismale _ 
pride demanded some form of retaliation. 

She gasped fiercely, then ran toward the campsite 
as fast as her legs could carry her. 





Although Lynda tried to enter the wagon quietly, 
her movements brought Julianne awake. Stirring, 
she asked sleepily, “Lynda, are you all right?” 

Going to her bed, Lynda remarked tersely, ‘I’m 
fine.” 

Her tone was clipped, and Julianne got the feeling 
that the woman didn’t want to talk. She wondered 
where she had been and why she seemed to be in a 
foul mood. Turning on her pallet, she snuggled into 
the covers and waited for sleep to return. However, 
she was now wide awake. She rolled onto her back, 
stared up at the white canvas, and was lost in her own 
thoughts when she detected voices raised in anger. 
They sounded as though they were coming from the 
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campfire. Listening closely, she recognized Mr. 
Smith and David. They were good friends, so why 
were they arguing? The heated exchange grew 
louder. Afraid their altercation might erupt into a fist 
fight, Julianne slipped on her robe and hurried from 
the wagon. She didn't know what she could do, but 
surely just her presence would end their bickering. 

As the two men became aware of her approach, 
their argument ceased abruptly, as Julianne had 
hoped. Taking his flask with him, Justin lumbered 
away from the fire and disappeared into the sur- 
rounding darkness. 

“I hope we didn’t awaken you,” David said as she 
came to his side. 

“No, I was already awake. Were you arguing about 
his drinking?” 

They sat down. David fed the fire a few sticks of 
kindling and replied, ‘Everytime Justin and I get 
into a discussion about his drinking, it ends in an 
argument.” 

“Has he always been a heavy drinker?” 

“No.” David's smile was rueful. “Justin’s always 
enjoyed a good swig of whiskey, but it never got the 
best of him. He could take it or leave it. He didn't 
start drinking the way he does now ‘til his wife and 
daughter died.” 

“Captain Halls said that they died of cholera. How 
old was his daughter?” 

“Three,”’ he whispered. 

“So young!" she moaned, sympathetically. ‘Mr. 
Smith must have married late in life.” 

“He and Molly were married about eight years ago. 
Justin loved her very much. He worshipped the 
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his wife and daughter walked on. Justin was 
a good husband and a doting father.” 

“What was his daughter’s name?” 

“Rebecca.” He was silent for a moment, then 
continued, “Charles Lansing likes to throw big 
barbecues, and Justin and his family were always 
invited. It’s a good distance from Fort Laramie to 
Charles’ ranch, so Justin, Molly, and Rebecca would 
usually stay for a week or longer. And everywhere 
you saw Justin, you'd see Rebecca. She was always 
tagging along with her father.” Julianne was 
touched to see a trace of tears in David's eyes. “Losing 
Molly and Rebecca almost drove Justin out of his 
mind.” He brushed at the stray lock of hair falling 
across his forehead. “‘Charles has always been like a 

er to me, and Black Wolf has been like an 
older brother, but Justin...” 

“Has been like a father?” 

He nodded. “When I was still a boy, I used to wish 
that I'd had a father like Justin. As I told you before, 
my father was a drunk, and now...” 

“And now, Justin is a drunk,” she finished for 
him. 

David sighed heavily. “It's killing me to see him 
destroying himself. I wish I could help him, but I 
don’t know how I can. I encouraged him to build 
himself a cabin on my ranch and gave him a job, 
hoping that would help him put his life back in 

“It didn’t work?” 

“His drinking keeps getting worse.” 

She reached for his hand and squeezed it gently. 
Her first impression of David had been so wrong. She 
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had thought him a rakish, uncaring scoundrel, and 
now that she had come to know him, she knew he was 
very caring and considerate of others. His hand 
within hers tightened. Responding, she leaned her 
head against his shoulder and confessed sweetly, 
“David, I'm falling in love with you.” 

She held her breath, waiting, hoping desperately 
that he would declare his own love. 

Her confession went straight to David's heart. He 
longed to take her into his arms and tell her that his 
feelings were the same as hers. However, he knew at 
this time a relationship between them was out of the 
question. He had a military assignment awaiting 
him, one that was dangerous and could very well 
cost him his life. Love, courtship, and marriage were 
things he must avoid until he could pursue them 
freely. It would be cruel to encourage her feelings, for 
this mission into Mexico was almost suicidal. He 
would have to put their love on hold. But if he came 
out of this assignment alive, he'd find her and let her 
know how much he cared. 

“Julianne,” he said hesitantly, “at this time in my 
life, I prefer to avoid love and marriage. I’m just not 
ready to make any commitments.” 

She was hurt, and valuing her pride, she wished 
she hadn't foolishly declared her love. She under- 
stood only too well what he was trying to say. He 
didn’t share her feelings and was trying to let her 
down politely and gently. 

She moved away from him, lifted her chin proudly, 
and vowed to never again leave herself vulnerable. “I 
said that I was falling in love, but I certainly wasn’t 
thinking about marriage. Believe me, I don’t want to 
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get married. My career is too important and I'm not 
ready to give it up for a husband and children.” 
There! she thought. If he was feeling sorry for me, 
now he knows that I don’t need his pity! 

Getting to her feet, she said abruptly, ‘““Tomorrow 
will be another long day, so I think I'll try and go 
back to sleep. Good night, David.” 

He wondered if what she had said was true. Was 
her career more important than marriage? When the 
time was right, would he be able to change her mind? 
Knowing there was nothing he could do about it 
now, he merely mumbled, “Good night, Julianne. 
I'll see you in the morning.” 

Holding back tears, she left his side and returned to 
the wagon. 

A few minutes later, Flying Hawk reappeared. 
David watched him closely as he came overand sat by 
the fire. 

“Did Mrs. Meyers say anything when she came 
back?” the warrior asked. 

“No, she went straight to the wagon. She seemed 
upset though. Did something happen between you 
two?" 

“Do you want me to take the first watch?” 

David smiled tolerantly. ‘All right, don’t answer 
me.’’ He stood up, and as he headed toward his 
bedroll, he replied, ‘“You can have the first watch.” 

“Where is Justin?’ Flying Hawk asked as David 
walked away. 

“Hell if I know.” David went to his bedroll and lay 
down. He debated with himself if he should go in 
search of Justin and was about to do so when the man 
returned to camp. 
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Pausing beside David, he looked down at him and 
said, “I love you like the son I never had, but, 
dammit, David, you got to stop complainin’ about 
my drinkin’!" 

“And if I don’t?” 

“Then I’m gonna leave this territory and go 
someplace where I can have a little peace.” 

“You'll never find any peace as long as you drown 
yourself in whiskey.” 

He knelt beside David. His voice was filled with 
emotion. “Son, you don’t know what it’s like to losea 
wife and a child. And I pray to God that you never 
do!” He placed his hand on David's shoulder and 
squeezed it affectionately. Then he stood, went to his 
own bedroll, tucked the flask under his blanket, and 
lay down. 

In the distance a wolf's baleful how! sounded 
eerily. The animal's cry was as forlorn as David's 
mood. 
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The next day Lynda remained inside the wagon 
and out of sight. She had seen Flying Hawk briefly at 
breakfast. Although he'd acted as if nothing had 
transpired between them, she nonetheless made a 
point of avoiding him. She still despised Flying 
Hawk, yet she didn’t blame him entirely for what had 
happened between them. She accepted part of the 
guilt, and her self-contempt was overwhelming. She 
would never forgive herself. When she took Flying 
Hawk's life, she'd also take her own. She felt that she 
had betrayed her husband’s memory and her dis- 
honor was more than she could live with. 

Meanwhile, Julianne, riding beside Justin, was 
also judging herself disparagingly. She wished she 
hadn't so foolishly declared her love, only to have it 
rejected. She couldn’t even soothe her hurt with 
anger, for David had let her down gently and with the 
grace of a gentleman. She herself had reacted 
similarly with fervent suitors who had asked for her 
hand in marriage. She had refused their ardor gently 
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and with kindness. 

The day's journey was progressing uneventfully. 
The sun had climbed midway into the sky before 
Justin began to wonder about Julianne’s preoccupa- 
tion. Her depression was evident, for she was 
unusually quiet. 

Justin’s prying was benevolent. “Is anything 
botherin’ you, Miss Ross?” 

Her thoughts had been on David, and it took a 
moment to clear her mind. ‘‘No . . . No, everything is 
fine,” she stammered. She saw no reason to confide in 
Justin Smith, and besides, he’d probably think she 
was acting like a lovesick schoolgirl. Steering the 
subject away from herself, she glanced about and 
asked with feigned interest, ‘“Where’s David's dog? I 
haven't seen him since early this morning.” 

Peering into the distance, Justin remarked, ‘“Talk 
about the critter, and there he is.” 

The dog had crested a distant hill and was loping 
gracefully back in their direction. 

As the dog drew closer, Justin called affection- 
ately, ‘Spot! Come here, you wanderin’ varmint!"’ 

Obeying, the dog ran to the wagon and with one 
powerful thrust jumped up on the seat, placing 
himself between Justin and Julianne. 

“I didn’t say you could set yourself up here,” 
Justin fussed. The dog pricked his ears and turned 
his head to the side, watching the man avidly. “You 
get down from here, the lady doesn’t want a smelly 
varmint like you sittin’ next to her.” 

“No, let him stay,”’ Julianne said quickly, reach- 
ing over and petting Spot's huge head. “‘I like dogs, 
but, so far, this one has refused to make friends with 
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me."’ She turned in the seat and called to Lynda, 
“Hand me a couple of those biscuits left over from 
breakfast.” 

Justin chuckled. “You feed him, he'll be your 
friend for life.’ 

Julianne offered the dog two biscuits, which he 
accepted greedily. 

Then, deciding to see his master, Spot thanked her 
with a wag of his tail, leaped over her lap, and 
jumped down to the ground. She watched as he ran to 
David, who was riding ahead of the wagon alongside 
Flying Hawk. Welcoming his pet, David scooted 
back on the saddle, which was a signal that Spot had 
permission to join him. The dog jumped lithely, and 
landing across the saddle, balanced himself com- 
fortably. The Appaloosa, accustomed to carrying 
Spot, accepted the extra weight without balking. 

Still watching, Julianne sighed with discontent. 
She never dreamed she would be envious of a dog, but 
she sure wished she was the one sharing David's 
saddle. 

Guessing the reason behind her sigh, Justin asked 
tenderly, “Are you fallin’ in love with David?” 

Julianne was surprised. Were her feelings so 
obvious? 

“Never mind,” Justin said hastily. ““You don’t 
have to answer. I'm stickin’ my nose where it doesn't 
belong.” 

Suddenly, needing to express her feelings, she 
answered, ‘Even if I were falling in love, it wouldn’t 
matter. David doesn’t care about me.” 

“Of course he does,” he tried to reassure her. 


She partially agreed. “I admit he probably likes 
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me, but he certainly doesn’t love me.”’ 

“Give him a little more time. You two barely know 
each other. Besides, David's kinda conservative, 
always has been. Even when he was a boy, he was 
levelheaded.” Justin smiled reflectively. ‘““Damnedest 
kid I ever seen. Smart as a whip. Half the time, he had 
his nose stuck in a book.” 

It was hard for Julianne to visualize David as 
Justin had described him, “I would've thought that 
as a boy, he'd been full of mischief and getting into 
one scrape after another.” 

“Oh, he was that way too,"’ Smith replied in his 
drawling style. ‘‘He was a rounder.” 

“Why do the Sioux call him Bear Fighter?” 

Justin grinned, then answered, “Before I can 
explain his name, I need to tell you about him and 
Flying Hawk. They were both thirteen when they 
met. From the first moment those two set eyes on each 
other, they were rivals and bitter enemies. There was 
no love lost between ‘em. Circumstances beyond 
their control put them both livin’ in the same village. 
One day, Flying Hawk challenged David to an 
Indian wrestlin’ match. They were doin’ a good job 
of tryin’ to permanently disable each other when 
Black Wolf saw to it that the bout was stopped. Well, 
those two boys still had a lot of spunk left, so Flying 
Hawk arranged for their next fight to take place away 
from the village. They snuck off before daybreak and 
found a good place to continue their wrestlin’ match. 
They were on top of a steep hill, with vegetation on 
one side and a drop-off on the other side. They were 
about to tangle with each other when this big grizzly 
bear came thunderin’ out of the bushes. She had her 
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cub with her, which was probably why she was so 
vicious. She stood up on her hind legs and swatted 
Flying Hawk across the chest, sendin’ him plungin’ 
to the ground. Meanwhile, David knew the only way 
to save Flying Hawk was to distract the bear. He 
picked up a rock, threw it, and hit the cub. When the 
little critter bellowed, his mother turned away from 
Flying Hawk and nudged her babe back into the 
bushes. David went to Flying Hawk and was trying 
to help him up when the grizzly charged again. 

There was only one way out of her path, and that was 
over the ledge. So David dragged Flying Hawk to the 
edge, pushed him over, and jumped after him. It was 
a long fall, and it’s a wonder they survived it with 
nothing more than a few bruises and scratches. But 
Flying Hawk was bleedin’ from the bear's deep claw 
wounds. Soon he'd lost so much blood he couldn't 
walk, and David was carryin’ him when Black Wolf 
found them. Well, after that incident, Flying Hawk, 
knowing he owed his life to David, lost his animosity 
and wanted them to become friends. David was just 
as anxious as Flying Hawk to let bygones be bygones 
and start again. It was Flying Hawk who gave David 
the name of Bear Fighter. He said Cub Fighter wasn't 
a fittin' name for one so brave, so he decided instead 
on Bear Fighter.” 

Julianne had been studying Justin closely as his 
story unfolded, and she'd recognized a father’s pride 
in Justin's voice. ‘You love David very much, don't 
you? And you're proud of him in the same way a 
father is proud of his son.” 

“Yep, I reckon I do love him like a son, and I'm 
damned proud of him.”’ The drift their discussion 


108 


had taken made him think about his wife and 
daughter. He had loved them too and had taken great 
pride in his family. His grief cut sharply into his 
heart. Unable to cope with it, he reached beneath the 
seat and grabbed a bottle of whiskey. 

As he started to uncap it, Julianne’s hand came 
down on his. ‘Justin, no!’ she pleaded. 

He hesitated, then obligingly returned the bottle to 
its place. 

Julianne sighed with relief. Then, realizing she 
had used his first name, she said, ‘I hope you don’t 
mind that I called you Justin.” 

He smiled warmly. “Of course not. That's my 
name, ain’t it?” 

She smiled in return. “‘My name is Julianne, and I 
hope you'll start using it. Miss Ross is too formal.” 

Following a short span of silence, Julianne asked, 
“How did David come to know Congressman 
Landon?” 

“When Blade Landon was a major at Fort 
Laramie, he was good friends with Black Wolf.”’ He 
eyed her questioningly. ‘‘Has David said anything to 
you about Black Wolf?” 

“Yes, a little. I know Black Wolf is now Chuck 
Lansing.” 

“Blade still visits these parts ever so often, and 
through Black Wolf he met David." 

Julianne was finding their conversation informa- 
tive and was about to ask more questions when a 
small group of warriors suddenly came into view. 
“Who are they?” she gasped, a little wary of their 
presence. Looking more closely, she noticed they had 
three Indian women riding with them. 
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“Friends of Flying Hawk's. These warriors and 
Flying Hawk live in Kicking Buffalo's village. So 
does Iron Kettle.” 

“Is that our destination? Kicking Buffalo's 
village?” 

“We'll set up camp somewhere close by. Kara will 
be the only one of you ladies going into the village.” 

“Why only Kara?” 

“At present, there’s a lot of unrest between the 
Sioux and the whites. You and Mrs. Meyers wouldn't 
be welcome at the village, but Kara is Iron Kettle’s 
great-granddaughter, and she'll be greeted warmly.” 

“What about David? How will he be treated?” 

“Through Black Wolf and Flying Hawk, David's 
ties to Kicking Buffalo’s people are strong. He's 
always accepted graciously.”’ 

“How do the people feel about you?" 

He answered dryly. ‘“They tolerate me.” 

Julianne placed her elbows on her lap and cupped 
her chin in her hands. She frowned a little irritably, 
for despite David's objections, she had planned to 
discreetly use this opportunity to begin her article on 
the Sioux. She mumbled disappointedly, “If I can't 
get into the village, I can’t very well manage any 
interviews.” 

Justin didn’t understand. “What do you mean?” 

“I work as a journalist on my father’s newspaper, 
and I want to write about the Plains Indians, 
especially the Sioux.” 

“Does David know about this?” 

She tensed and her eyes reflected her peevishness. 
“Yes, he knows. He ordered me to leave my writing 
materials at the fort.” 
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“But you didn’t?” 

“Of course not,”’ she answered, proud of her 
defiance. 

“David's got no use for journalists. He's locked 
horns with them more than once. If you defy him, 
he'll tangle with you too.” 

“You sound like you're in agreement with him.” 

“Well, in a way I am. You ain't got no business 
askin’ Indians a bunch of questions.” 

“Because I'm a woman?” she challenged. 

“Yes, ma’am,”’ he replied, his tone firm. 

“It’s no wonder you're so proud of David,” she 
muttered testily. “You're just like him!” 

Finding her remark humorous, Justin guffawed 
heartily. 


Lynda, having no appetite, finished her evening 
meal before the others, and they were sull eating 
when she walked away and over to the wagon. 
Pausing, she gazed thoughtfully at the distant 
campfire belonging to Flying Hawk and his people. 
She was glad that the warrior had decided to camp 
with them, sparing her constant contact with him. 

She moved slowly to the rear of the wagon and was 
about to climb over the backboard when she sensed 
another’s presence. She froze and a cold chill 
prickled the back of her neck. She didn’t need to turn 
around to see who had crept up behind her. She felt 
his nearness with every fiber of her being. Ap- 
parently, using the blackness of night to shield his 
lithe frame, he had slipped through the verdant 
vegetation so that he could sneak up and accost her, 
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“What are you doing here?”’ she demanded coldly, 
keeping her back turned and refusing to face him. 

“T came to see you,” Flying Hawk whispered. 

“Go away!" she spat. She made a quick move to 
climb inside the wagon, but was detained by Flying 
Hawk's hands on her shoulders. 

Gripping her firmly, he forced her to turn. Gazing 
tenderly into her angry eyes, he explained, ‘‘I came to 
tell you that I will be leaving in the morning.” 

“Leaving?"’ she exclaimed. How could she avenge 
her husband if Flying Hawk left? 

“I will see you again when I return to Kicking 
Buffalo's village. Then we will talk.” 

Clutching his hands, she flung off his grip. ‘““We 
have nothing to talk about!” 

“We must talk about your husband.” 

“My husband!”’ Lynda raved. At this moment, she 
was so consumed with hate that it distorted her 
features, leaving her face temporarily devoid of its 
natural beauty. ‘“‘You damned murderer! Don’t you 
dare mention my husband!" Copious tears flooded 
her eyes. ‘I hate you, but I hate myself even more!" 

Flying Hawk had planned to wait until he saw her 
again to explain that Two Moons was responsible for 
the lieutenant’s death, but becoming aware of her 
turmoil, he decided to ease her conscience. There was 
no reason for her to feel such self-contempt. 

Although he longed to reach out and touch her, he 
held himself in check. “Do not cry,” he began gently, 
but before he could say more he was abruptly 
distracted by another's arrival. 

The lovely Indian woman had come upon them so 
quietly that Flying Hawk couldn't be sure how much 
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she had overheard. 

Lynda studied the stranger with keen curiosity. 
The young woman was extremely pretty, and Lynda 
noticed the way in which her soft, doeskin dress 
hugged her ripe curves. 

“Spotted Fawn!” Flying Hawk berated. “Why did 
you follow me?” 

Her dark eyes widened with a veneer of innocence. 
“You did not forbid me to follow.” 

They were speaking in English. Lynda listened 
with interest. She had a feeling that the woman had 
followed Flying Hawk to keep a close eye on his 
activities. Looking at Spotted Fawn, she said with a 
smile, “My name is Lynda Meyers, and I'm one of 
Kara's chaperones. Of course, you probably know 
Kara as Morning Star.” Lynda had no personal 
grievances against the woman, but her politeness was 
superficial. It was impossible for her to feel gen- 
uinely cordial to anyone who was Sioux. 

The Indian woman eyed her challengingly, and as 
she placed a possessive hand on Flying Hawk's 
muscular arm, she replied, “My name is Spotted 
Fawn. I am Flying Hawk's wife.” 

Lynda’s astonishment was evident. “His wife!” 
she cried. However, she quickly regained her com- 
posure and stood before them without betraying her 
emotions. 

Whirling and turning his back on both women, 
Flying Hawk mumbled irritably, “Come, Spotted 
Fawn! It is time to go back to camp!” 

Remaining beside the wagon, Lynda watched as 
the couple hurried away. She noticed how the 
warrior’s strides were long and powerful, forcing his 
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wife to almost run in order to keep up with him. 
They soon disappeared into the dark thicket. 

Until now, Lynda had believed that her hate for 
Flying Hawk had reached its zenith, but she now 
despised him with even greater intensity. She didn’t 
wonder why learning that he had a wife had 
deepened her hate; the possibility that she could be 
jealous was so outrageous that it didn’t even cross her 
mind. 


It was late at night when Julianne stepped quietly 
down from the wagon and moved to the campfire 
that had by now burned down to a glowing ember. A 
cool breeze was drifting from the north, and she 
wrapped her blue cotton robe about her more 
securely. Sitting, she threw a couple of branches onto 
the simmering coals. The flames took hold and their 
heat soon had her feeling warm. Glancing about, she 
saw Justin asleep on his bedroll, which was placed a 
short way from the fire. She knew David was taking 
the first watch and wondered exactly where he had 
chosen to stand guard. Knowing it had to be 
somewhere close by, she decided to find him. As she 
rose to her feet, her better judgment warned her to 
avoid David Hunter. Nevertheless, she stepped away 
from the fire and called softly into the surrounding 
darkness, ‘David? Where are you?” 

“I'm over here,” she heard him reply from a close 
distance. 

She headed in the direction of his voice, carefully 
making her way through the foliage. Then, as she 
came upon a partial clearing, she saw him sitting 
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beneath a tree. 

The moonlight sifting through the branches casta 
silver hue over the area, and the romantic glow 
illuminated Julianne’s beauty. David, unable to tear 
his eyes away from such a vision of loveliness, was 
totally enchanted. 

“IT couldn't sleep,” Julianne explained, and with- 
out waiting for an invitation, sat down beside him. 

Placing his Winchester at his side, he asked, “Why 
couldn't you sleep?” 

She shrugged. “I don't know. I thought some fresh 
air might make me drowsy.” 

The northerly breeze blew gently, ruffling Juli- 
anne’s auburn tresses. A tendril of hair fell across her 
cheek, and reaching over, David carefully brushed it 
aside. 

She grasped his hand on impulse, holding the 
palm pressed against her face. Dawning love shone 
vividly in her blue eyes as she gazed at him adoringly. 
Then she moved his hand to her lips, kissing it 
lightly but with such sweet affection that David was 
deeply touched. 

He wanted desperately to enfold her in his arms; 
instead, he simply withdrew his hand. He was still 
determined to keep their relationship casual, but 
someday when the time was right... ! 

Believing that he had spurned her token of 
affection, Julianne inwardly scolded herself for 
having once again left herself vulnerable. She had 
sworn she would never do so again, yet had broken 
her vow at the first opportunity. Hereafter, she must 
hold more firmly to her pride. 

Attempting to put this uneasy moment behind 
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them, David spoke matter-of-factly. “It’s a pleasant 
night, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” she murmured, “but it’s a little chilly.”’ She 
shivered as the cool breeze penetrated her light robe. 

David had brought a blanket, and unfolding it, he 
draped it over her shoulders. “Are you warm now?” 

“Yes, thank you.”” Wrapping the cover about her 
more snugly, she asked, “Why is Flying Hawk 
leaving in the morning?” 

“How did you know he was leaving?” 

“He came to the wagon tonight anJ talked to 
Lynda. She told me that he was only there for a 
couple of minutes before his wife showed up.” 
Julianne's eyes met David's. “I was surprised to learn 
that Flying Hawk’s married. For some reason, I just 
assumed that he was single. Lynda said that his wife 
is very pretty. Do you know her well?” 

“Spotted Fawn and I have been good friends for 
years.”” He appeared worried. ‘‘She and Flying Hawk 
have been married a little over a year. She loves him 
very much, though sometimes I'm afraid that she 
might love .. .”" His voice faded abruptly as though 
he had suddenly realized that he was about to say 
more than he should. 

“Are you afraid she might love him too much? Is 
that what you were going to say?” 

“Let's change the subject.” His firm tone brooked 
no argument. 

Suppressing her keen curiosity, Julianne com- 
plied. “How much farther is it to Kicking Buffalo's 


“It'll take you and the others four more days to 
reach his village.” 
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“Me and the others?” she questioned. “Where will 
you be?” 

“I'm leaving with Flying Hawk.” 

His desertion aroused her anger. “You're leaving 
us with only Justin for protection? If we were faced 
with danger, he'd probably be too drunk to know 
what was happening!” 

“In the first place, drunk or sober, Justin's capable 
of leading all of you safely through these hills. And, 
in the second place, the warriors who arrived today 
are your escort to Kicking Buffalo's village.” 

“Where are you and Flying Hawk going?” 

“T can’t tell you.” 

“You mean, you won't tell me,” she specified 
sharply, finding his secrecy irritating. 

Disregarding her implication, he stood, took her 
hand, and drew her to her feet, saying, “It’s time to 
wake up Justin so he can take the second watch.” 

“How long will you be gone?” She was still 
aggravated. “Or do you intend to stay away indefi- 
nitely and let Justin take us back to Fort Laramie?” 

“Tf all goes well, I'll be at Kicking Buffalo's village 
a couple of days after you arrive. Don't worry, I plan 
to escort you back to the fort.” 

“T’'ll miss you,” she murmured without fore- 
thought. She frowned testily. Why must she always 
voice her feelings? Again, she had foolishly thrown 
her pride to the wind. 

He grinned disarmingly, and his slightly crooked 
smile was so sensual, so attractive, that it went 
straight to her heart. I love him! she thought 
desperately. I love him so dearly and he cares 
absolutely nothing about me! Tears smarted in her 
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eyes, and she lowered her gaze so that he wouldn't 
notice. 

Placing a hand beneath her chin, he tilted her face 
up to his. Seeing her distress, he asked tenderly, 
“Why the tears?” 

She blinked them back. “You wouldn't under- 
stand,"’ she mumbled, despondent. 

“Try me,” he coaxed with kindness. 

She studied him intently, trying to find in his face 
an expression that might reveal that he cared. Then, 
catching a glimpse of longing in his eyes, almost 
hidden by his long lashes, she cast aside all caution. 
Flinging herself into his embrace, she flung her arms 
about his neck and lifted her lips to his. 

The feel of her soft body and the touch of her 
mouth sent David's resolutions crumbling. He 
brought her closer, groaning huskily as she pressed 
her thighs against his. 

David's passion was now beyond his control. As 
his lips continued to relish hers, he slipped his hand 
under her robe, finding and caressing her soft, full 
breasts. The fabric of her nightgown was thin and he 
could feel her nipples harden, then swell, as his 
thumb moved over them in a circular motion. 

“Julianne,”” he moaned thickly, raining light, 
stimulating kisses over her neck and down to the 
hollow of her throat. 

Lacing her fingers into his dark brown hair, 
Julianne yielded to the electric sensations that were 
fiercely coursing through her being. 

Then, suddenly, the distant sound of Kara's voice 
calling for Julianne broke into their embrace. 
Although David released Julianne quickly, he did so 
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reluctantly. “You better go see what she wants,”’ he 
said quietly. He breathed in deeply, trying to mellow 

“She probably woke up, found me gone, and 
decided to look for me.” 

“Well, by now she’s probably awakened both Mrs. 
Meyers and Justin. They're all gonna be wondering 
where you are.” 

“David,” Julianne began a little uncertainly, “we 
can’t say good night like this. When I get Kara back 
to bed, I'll meet you at the campfire.” 

His ardent feelings had now cooled and he was 
again master of his emotions. Resuming his resolu- 
tions, he said evenly, “Julianne, I told you last night 
that I'm not ready for commitments.” He arched a 
brow. “Maybe someday, but not now.” 

His cold aloofness evoked her temper. Flinging the 
blanket from her shoulders, she threw it at his feet. 
“As I said last night, I don't want a commitment 
from you! I don’t want anything from you, David 
Hunter! Furthermore, I hope you stay wherever you 
and Flying Hawk are going and I never have to see 
you again!” With that, she whirled about and 
walked away with as much dignity as she could 
muster. 
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Chapler Nine 


Julianne came upon Justin as she returned to 
camp. “Ma’am,”’ he said urgently, hurrying to her 
side. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes, I'm fine,” she answered calmly. “I couldn't 
sleep so I decided to talk to David.” She could still 
hear Kara calling for her, the girl's voice now 
sounding anxious. “I’m sorry Kara disturbed you.” 

“It was time for me to take the second watch 
anyhow.” He touched her arm, gently urging her 
toward camp. “You'd better get back.” 

Justin waited until she had left before making his 
way through the shrubbery. David was still standing 
beneath the tree. He watched as his friend ambled 
over. Justin propped his rifle against the trunk, 
folded his arms, and eyed David keenly. 

“What the hell's goin’ on?” Justin mumbled 
gruffly. 

“Dammit, Justin,’’ David muttered, but without 
anger. “What's between me and Julianne is none of 
your concern.” 
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The burly man arched his thick brows. “I wasn't 
referrin’ to you and the lady.” 

“Then what are you talking about?” He sounded 
impatient. 

“I want you to tell me what's goin’ on between you 
and Flying Hawk. How come you two are takin’ off 
in the mornin’?”’ 

David expelled a heavy sigh. He knew Justin well 
and was perfectly aware that the man would keep 
prying until he found out everything. Knowing his 
friend could be trusted, David resigned himself to 
taking Justin into his confidence, although re- 
luctantly, for he was sure Smith would worry about 
this secret mission he had undertaken. 

Reaching into his shirt pocket, David withdrew 
two cheroots and offered one to Justin. After they had 
lit up, he said evenly, “I was wondering how long it 
was going to take you to start stickin’ your nose 
where it doesn't belong.” 

Justin chuckled with good humor. “I knew 
somethin’ was brewin’ when I found out that 
General Johnson wasat the fort. I didn’t think he was 
there for his health. He was waitin’ for you, wasn’t 
he? That's why he left shortly after you two had your 

“He wants me to find out who's selling guns to the 
Indians.” 

Justin frowned. The assignment sounded dan- 
gerous. “How does Flying Hawk fit in?” 

“If he'll help me catch the man behind selling 
these guns, the general claims the Sioux can keep 
their land in the Hills.” 

“That's real generous of the general,” Justin 
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what's already theirs. His generosity really impresses 
me. Hasn't he ever read the Fort Laramie Treaty? The 
Powder River country is designated unceded Indian 
territory and all the land west of the Dakotas is the 
Sioux reservation.” 

“Don't be so hard on the general. He's merely 
following orders.” 

“How are the Sioux buyin’ these guns?” 

“They allow the gunrunners to pan for gold.” 

Justin's eyes gleamed. ‘‘That’s it! The government 
ain't worried about the guns, they're worried about 
the gold!" 

David looked confused. 

“Don’t you understand?” Justin asked excitedly. 
“All those big shots up in Washington want all that 
gold to stay right where it is. When they decide it’s 
time to take the land from the Sioux, they don't want 
any gold missin’.” 

“General Johnson claims there's very little gold in 
the Hills.” 

Justin guffawed. “Oh yeah? Then why is the 
government plannin’ on sendin’ an exploring ex- 
pedition into the Black Hills? It’s goin’ to be led by 
Custer himself.” 

“How did you learn about this?” 

“A few nights ago. I played cards with some of 
General Johnson's men and they got to talkin’ about 
how the Army’s considerin’ lookin’ for gold in the 
Black Hills. They know it’s there, they just don’t 
know how much.” 

David shrugged. ‘Well, that’s beside the point. I've 
been hired to stop the gunrunners, and that's what I 
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aim to do.” 

Justin appeared skeptical. “I reckon General 
Johnson mapped out a plan.” 

“Flying Hawk and I are going to Two Moons’ 
village where the gunrunners are. I'l) offer them a 
more lucrative proposition than selling guns to the 
Sioux.” 

“Exactly what's this proposition?” 

“A fictitious gold shipment.” 

When David disclosed no further information, 
Justin urged impatiently, “Go on, tell me about this 
gold shipment.” 

“At the beginning of the War Between the States, 
this gold was enroute to the Confederacy . . .”" 

Justin interjected. “You don’t have to tell me 
anymore. I can draw my own picture. The soldiers 
deliverin’ this gold shipment were attacked by 
Indians. Apaches, most likely. The battle took place 
in a rocky canyon, there was a rock slide, and the 
wagons carryin’ the gold were buried beneath tons of 
boulders. All the Confederates were killed, but now 
after years of searchin’, the Army's found where these 
wagons are buried. The government plans to 
confiscate the gold, but there’s a lot of red tape 
involved, so before they can get everything taken care 
of, you and these gunrunners are gonna dig up the 
wagons and steal the gold.” 

Justin took a long drag on his cheroot, then 
dropped it to the ground and squashed it with the 
heel of his boot. He glanced at David, and seeing the 
other man’s amazement, he said flatly, ‘“‘Don't look 
so surprised. It didn’t take much guessin’ for me to 
figure out the general's plan. His fabricated gold 
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shipment’s got more truth to it than you might 
realize. The Confederate’s buried gold is a rumor 
that’s been circulatin’ for years.” 

“I know," David answered. ‘Do you believe it?”’ 

“Never held much faith in rumors,” Justin 
mumbled. 

“Neither have I, but I hope these gunrunners do."’ 

“They'll probably fall for it hook, line, and sinker. 
But how are you gonna convince them that you know 
where the gold’s buried?” 

“Well, when you were guessing the general’s plan, 
you were only partly right. The government doesn’t 
know the gold was found. I was leading an official 
expedition searching for the buried wagons. There 
were only six of us, and when we found the gold, I 
killed the others.” 

“You wanted all that gold for yourself, huh?” 
Justin laughed tersely. “Greedy little sonofabitch, 
ain't you?” 

David smiled. ‘‘Now, how could I dig out those 
wagons alone? No, I need partners to help me. But 
there’s enough gold there to share.”’ He cocked a 
brow. “Why let the government have it?” 

“I reckon the man behind selling these guns is 
gonna be your number one partner?” 

“That's what I'm hopin’ for,”’ he drawled. 

His light mood vanishing, Justin asked heavily, 
“After you and this man team up, what happens 
then?” 

“Then he and his men will accompany Flying 
Hawk and me into the Black Hills. It'll take a lot of 
manpower to uncover those wagons, and in ex- 
change for a large shipment of rifles, Flying Hawk 
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will offer his warriors’ services.” 

Justin grinned shrewdly. “But, of course, thatrifle 
shipment will never reach the Sioux ‘cause the 
Army's gonna come upon you and the others, 
confiscate the rifles, and arrest the gun sellers.” 

“That about wraps it up,”” David answered. 

“Where are the wagons with the gold supposed to 
be buried?” 

“Arizona, in Apache territory.” David stamped out 
his cheroot, then continued, “Flying Hawk and I 
will meet with the gunrunners at Two Moons’ 
village. Then, when I return to the fort, Captain 
Wilkinson and I can make our final plans.” 

“Do you know where the man financing these 
guns is from?” 

“Mexico,” he replied. 

“Mexico!” Justin declared. ‘““You mean these guns 
are bein’ sold to the Sioux by Mexicans?” 

“Tt sure seems that way.” 

“Dammit, David!" Justin grumbled anxiously. 
“Tell the captain you want out of this assignment. 
You ain’t got no business goin’ into Mexico. Those 
Mexicans are always fightin’ some kind of revolu- 
tion, and this gun sellin’ could be political. General 
Johnson might be sendin’ you into a hornet’s nest!” 

David spoke with determination, “This gun 
selling has to be stopped. If the Sioux become too 
well armed, a lot of soldiers are going to lose their 
lives. Not to mention how many more Sioux will die 
in the long run. If Custer’s expedition confirms gold, 
the government will offer to buy the Hills from the 
Sioux, but they won't sell. The final outcome will be 
war.” 
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“If you got your mind set on carryin’ out this 
mission, then let me go with you.” 

David shook his head. “Convincing these Mexi- 
cans that I’m a murderer and a thief is going to be 
hard enough, without trying to convince them that 
you're a turncoat too. Your honesty and loyalty to the 
Army is well-known, and your reputation has 
probably even drifted into Mexico.” 

“Then I'll use a different name.” 

“Too many people know you on sight; even in 
Mexico you're liable to be recognized.” 

Justin didn’t argue, for he knew David was right. 

Reaching for his rifle, David continued, “Well, I 
need to get some sleep.’’ He started to leave, but 
paused. “Justin, while Flying Hawk and I are away, 
keep a close watch on the women and Kara.” 

“You can count on it,"’ he remarked. 

“Keep a special watch on Julianne. She's a 
journalist and is determined to write about the 
Sioux.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“She might try to sneak into Kicking Buffalo's 
village.” 

Justin chuckled. ‘Don’t worry. I won't trust her 
any farther than I can see her.” 


The sun setting across the Mexican plains casta 
reddish glow upon the three horsemen as they rode 
leisurely over the desert-like terrain. The riders were 
sharing a bottle of tequila, which they frequently 
handed back and forth, each large swig increasing 
their intoxication. The three young Mexicans had 
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spent the last twenty-four hours in the small village 
known as La Gruta, where they had caroused and 
drunk tequila nonstop. They had seen no reason to 
sober up on their homeward journey, so they had 
brought a supply of tequila with them and were 
presently finishing off the last bottle. 

The men, due to their drunken conditions, had 
forgotten to bring extra water for their horses. 
However, they weren't alarmed for there was a 
peasant’s hut close by where they could stop, let their 
horses drink, and also fill their canteens. 

Now, coming upon the secluded hut, they guided 
their horses to the well and dismounted. 

When no one came out to greet them, the man 
called Carlos looked at the leader and remarked, 
“Salvador, there must not be anyone at home.” 

Speaking to his second comrade, Salvador ordered, 
“Pedro, check inside the house.’’ He glanced at 
Carlos. “Go with him.” 

“Si, capitan,” Carlos answered, his words slurring 
drunkenly. 

As his two men hurried away unsteadily, Salvador, 
his steps as swaggering as his comrades’, stumbled to 
the well and drew a bucket of water. In an effort to 
clear his mind and achieve a semblance of sobriety, 
he splashed handfuls of water on his face. Removing 
his sombrero, he leaned over and poured the re- 
mainder of the water over his head. 

Feeling somewhat better, he wiped his shirt sleeve 
over his face, but the gesture was futile for the water 
dripping from his hair was rolling down his 
forehead in a steady stream. 

Wondering why his men hadn't returned, he 
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looked toward the hut and called, “Carlos! Pedro!” 

When he wasn’t answered immediately, a worried 
frown crossed his handsome features. Salvador Leén 
was an exceptionally attractive man. At the age of 
twenty-six, his tall physique was lean and firm. His 
coal black hair grew to collar length, and his 
sideburns were fashioned to sweep toward his face. 

“Carlos! Pedro!" he called again. Receiving no 
reply, he reached for the gun strapped to his hip and 
cautiously withdrew it. 

Carlos’ excited voice sounded from inside the hut, 
“We are coming out, Salvador, and we have a sur- 
prise for youl” 

Salvador holstered his pistol and watched with 
astonishment as his men forcefully dragged a young 
woman outside. She was unclothed, and the moisture 
still clinging to her silky skin made Salvador wonder 
if his compadres had found her in the process of 
bathing. 

Although the woman was fighting wildly against 
her captors, they managed to throw her to the 
ground. The two bandinos had no compassion for 
their victim. Their rugged faces became distorted 
with lust as their eyes raked over her voluptuous 
curves. Kneeling, Pedro grabbed her arms and held 
them over her head. 

Staggering over to join them, Salvador’s own eyes 
traveled hungrily over the woman's luscious beauty. 
“Do you know this woman?” he asked Carlos. 

“Si, capitan. Her name is Maria, and for the right 
price any man can have her."’ Carlos, afraid Salvador 
was about to order the woman's release, had not told 
the truth. He had never seen the woman named 
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Maria, but he had heard about her and knew her 
father owned this hut. 

“Are you sure she is a puta?”’ Salvador pressed. 

“Sil . . . Sil’ Carlos reassured him. 

Salvador’s dark eyes bore into the womans. ‘Does 
my compadre speak the truth? Do you sell your 
favors?” 

She looked anxiously toward the hut, then nodded 
her head feebly. 

“So you prefer not to talk, si? That makes you a 
worthy puta. I pay a whore for her body, not for her 
conversation.” His inebriated condition caused him 
to move clumsily as he removed his holster and 
unbuttoned his trousers. 

Then Salvador took her roughly and without 
preliminaries. She offered no resistance, nor did she 
respond. As soon as he achieved his fulfillment, he 
got to his feet, drew up his trousers, and strapped on 
his holster. ‘‘Pay her,” he said to Carlos. Stumbling, 
he headed aimlessly toward the hut. 

His mood was somewhat nasty, for in his opinion 
the puta hadn’t earned her wages. She had lain 
beneath him like a rag doll. 

The door to the hut had been left standing open. 
Going inside, Salvador’s vision fell upon the wooden 
tub placed in the center of the sparsely furnished 
room. Apparently, his conjecture had been right. 
The woman had been taking a bath. 

Noticing that a door leading into a bedroom was 
slightly ajar, Salvador started to investigate when, 
suddenly, the woman's discarded apparel caught his 
eye. Slowly, he went over and knelt beside the chair 
holding her neatly folded garments. Recognizing 
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what they represented, his eyes filled with horror. 
Lifting the apparel with trembling hands, he 
clutched them to his chest. 

Holding dearly to the garments, he fled outside. 
Shocked into sobriety, his strides were now steady as 
he ran across the dusty yard. 

Carlos had just finished with the woman, and 
Pedro was about to take his turn. 

“Do not touch her!” Salvador yelled frantically. 
“She is a nun! The woman is a nun!"’ Consumed 
with anger, he stalked over to Carlos and slammed 
his fist across the man’s chin. The solid blow sent 
Carlos reeling backwards. 

“You lied!” he yelled to Carlos. ‘““You said she was 
a puta!”’ He dropped the clothes he carried and 
reached for his pistol. 

Seeing his intent, Carlos pleaded, “Please, capitan, 
do not shoot me! I swear on my madre’s grave that I 
thought she was the woman called Maria.”’ 

Although Salvador’s hand grasped the pistol’s 
handle, he didn’t draw the weapon. His stomach 
churned and the bitter taste of bile rose in his throat. 
He had raped a nun! He believed his sin unfor- 
givable! God would never forgive him, nor would he 
ever forgive himself! 

Moving quickly, he went to his horse, removed his 
blanket and unrolled it. He hurried to the woman 
and spread it over her nakedness. Kneeling at her 
side, he asked softly, “Sister, why did you let me 
believe you were the woman called Maria?” 

Pulling the blanket up to her neck, she met the 
young man’s eyes, then her gaze swept frantically 
toward the hut. For amoment, she stared expectantly 
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at the open door as though she expected someone to 
rush outside. Looking back to Salvador, she mur- 
mured barely above a whisper, “I did not tell you 
who I was because I was afraid.” 

“If I had known the truth, I would not have 
touched you. I am sorry!” 

She closed her eyes and turned her face away. 

Salvador returned to his horse, mounted, and rode 
quickly into the distance. Carlos and Pedro remem- 
bered to fill the canteens before following their 
capitan. 


“I am sorry! I did not know!" Salvador's words 
were filled with tormentas he tossed fitfully upon his 
bed. He awoke abruptly and his eyes opened with a 
start. His mind was still muddled with sleep, he was 
surprised to find himself in his bedroom and not at 
the lonely hut where he and his comrades had 
committed a sacrilegious sin. 

Perspiration beaded his brow. Wiping a hand 
across his forehead, he sat up and swung his long legs 
over the side of the bed. My God, it had all happened 
almost a year ago and it still haunted his dreams! 
Would he never find peace? 

The young woman at his side stretched and came 
awake lethargically. ‘‘Salvador?"’ she called softly, 
her voice sultry. “Is something wrong?” 

“No, Isabella. Go back to sleep.” 

She moved closer, and reaching out into the 
darkness, her fingers found then caressed his smooth 
back. “Salvador,” she purred invitingly, “if you 
want, I can help you relax.” 
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The dark bedroom hid his sudden smile. Lying 
back down again, he gathered the pretty sefiorita into 
his arms. “I do not need to relax, I need to forget.” 

“Forget what?” 

“Never mind. It is something I could never talk 
about.” 

She laughed throatily. “I do not want us to talk, I 
want us to make passionate love.”’ 

“So do I,” he whispered. 

She rose up, leaned over him, and as her lips 
claimed his, her hand moved down his lean frame. 
Her exploring fingers aroused his passion. Soon 
Isabella's ardent ministrations pushed Salvador’s 
anguish to the far recesses of his mind. 
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Julianne sat alone in the back of the parked 
wagon. She was gazing over the open backboard and 
could see the forest-covered hillside looming in the 
near distance. Rolling hills stretched as far as the eye 
could see, their peaks rising majestically over the 
Dakota territory. Heavy clouds moving in from the 
west were darkening the sky with a threat of rain. 
Although Julianne was genuinely impressed by the 
exquisite beauty of the virginal countryside, her 
expression was nonetheless sullen. 

She and the others had now been camped close to 
Kicking Buffalo's village for two days. To Julianne 
the last forty-eight hours had seemed interminable, 
for she'd had very little to do to occupy her time. She 
was a spirited and energetic woman, and sitting idly 
about camp went against her grain. She wanted to 
release her energy and do something interesting— 
even exciting! Anything would be an improvement 
over such tedious boredom. 

Deciding to venture outside and see what her 
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companions were doing to fill their time, Julianne 
moved to the backboard, lifted the hem of her 
gingham gown, and climbed down from the wagon. 

Looking about, she saw Lynda and Kara sitting 
beneath a tall pine. Lynda was holding a book and 
was reading aloud to Kara, who was listening avidly. 

As her eyes remained on Kara, Julianne sighed 
impatiently. The whole purpose of this trip had been 
for the girl to see her great-grandfather, and after 
weeks of hard traveling Kara was now within 
walking distance of Iron Kettle; yet she had not been 
allowed to see him. The old chief's illness had 
worsened, and the medicine woman had decided 
Kara's visit might be too much for her patient. She 
had strongly advised Kicking Buffalo to keep Kara 
away from Iron Kettle until, or if, the old man’s 
condition improved. 

Looking away from Kara, Julianne began walking 
toward Justin. He was sitting nearby, cleaning his 
rifle. Spot was lying beside the man, his head resting 
on his front paws as he slept contentedly. At 
Julianne’s approach, the dog awoke and his ears 
perked up. Catching the woman's familiar scent, he 
wagged his bushy tail, whined a friendly welcome, 
then went back to sleep. 

Glancing up, Justin asked her, “Is anything 
wrong, ma’am?” 

Tapping her foot restlessly, Julianne replied 
glumly, “I am so bored.” 

He chuckled. “The frontier life ain't always as 
excitin’ as you Easterners have been led to believe.” 

Realizing she'd get no understanding from Justin, 
Julianne left him to his rifle-cleaning and strolled a 
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distance away. They were camped on top of a hill 
that overlooked Kicking Buffalo's village. Standing 
at the edge, Julianne gazed down at the Sioux 
encampment. It was a large village consisting of 
hundreds of tepees. Smoke drifted upward from the 
open flaps and swirled into the air before dissipating 
in various directions. Looking more closely, she 
could make out people moving about the encamp- 
ment. It seemed to Julianne that most of the men 
were gathered around the communal fire chatting 
idly, while their women not only handled all the 
numerous chores but also tended to the children. 
Apparently, Julianne thought, Sioux men consider 
menial labor beneath a warrior’s dignity. 

Catching sight of several women leaving the 
village and heading into the thicket surrounding the 
campsite, Julianne watched them with interest. They 
all carried baskets, and she supposed they were going 
berry picking. Justin had told her that berries were 
the main ingredient in pemmican cakes, a tasty 
delicacy enjoyed by Indians for generations. 

Suddenly, Julianne’s blue eyes lit up with an 
exciting idea. She would sneak away from camp and 
find these women. Surely, as they picked berries they 
would allow her to ask them a few questions. It 
wouldn’t be as rewarding as interviewing the 
warriors, but it was better than nothing. As she 
turned and hurried back to the wagon, Julianne 
hoped desperately that at least one or two of the 
Indian women spoke English. Otherwise, her mis- 
sion would be for naught. 

Furtively, Julianne went inside the wagon, gath- 
ered her writing materials, climbed back out, and 
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slipped away from the campsite unnoticed. 

A streak of lightning zigzagged across the horizon, 
followed by low, rumbling thunder. Pausing and 
glancing worriedly at the darkening sky, Julianne 
was tempted to rush back to the wagon. However, she 
was quite sure it would be awhile before the 
approaching weather arrived. If she hurried, surely 
she'd have time to talk with the women, then return 
to camp in time to beat the storm. 

Holding securely to the cloth bag that held her 
tablet, pen, and inkwell, Julianne quicked her pace. 
Judging her position, she decided she should keep 
veering to her left for a few more minutes, then 
change course and head right. If her sense of 
direction was correct, this would bring her to the area 
where the women were picking berries. 

As the rich growth began to thicken and become 
even more dense, Julianne found it difficult to 
maneuver. Her shoes were too fragile for such 
terrain, and her long skirt kept snagging on the 
heavy bushes, impeding her movements. 

The crowded vegetation made it impossible for her 
to hurry. She slowed her pace and wondered if she 
should now change her course. Deciding it was 
time to do so, she looked about for a trail that might 
lead her through the congested thicket. There seemed 
to be no easy route, so making her way past the heavy 
bushes, she continued onward. 

Finally, after a frustrating trek, she came upon the 
area where she thought she'd find the women. She 
looked about, expecting to spot the berry pickers, but 
there was no one in the vicinity. 

Julianne frowned. She must've taken a wrong turn 
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somewhere. The possibility that she might be lost 
dawned on her all at once. Could she find her way 
back through the dense countryside to the wagon? 
She wasn’t sure. The prospect was somewhat 
frightening. 

Aggravated with herself, she muttered aloud, ‘I'm 
a city girl. I should’ve known I wouldn't be able to 
find my way through the woods! Oh Julianne Ross, 
sometimes you can be such a ninny!” A trace of 
consternation crossed her face as she imagined what 
David would say if he could see her now. Thank 
goodness he’s not here! she thought gratefully. 

Scanning the area, she saw that she was atop a hill, 
and certain that she'd find the Sioux encampment in 
the valley below, she hastened to the ledge. She'd 
make her way down the hillside and into the village. 
The Sioux might resent her trespassing, but they'd 
nonetheless deliver her safely back to her camp. She 
could well envision the reprimand she'd receive from 
Justin, but after his temper cooled, she planned to 
ask him not to tell David. Justin's admonishment she 
could accept meekly, but not David's! David Hunter 
would most certainly say something to set off her 
anger, and then a full-fledged altercation would 
undoubtedly erupt between them. 

Reaching the edge of the cliff, Julianne looked 
down expectantly, but instead of a quiet Sioux 
village, she saw only wilderness. Apprehensive, she 
gasped softly, “Where am I?” She could’ve sworn 
that her path through the woods had never veered far 
from the Indian encampment. How could she have 
gotten so turned around? 

A clamorous clap of thunder sounded overhead. 
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Realizing that the storm was advancing rapidly, — 
Julianne decided to leave. If she concentrated and 
paid close attentoin to her surroundings, hopefully 
she would find her way back to camp. 

She turned sharply to begin her journey back, but 
the heel on her shoe got caught in a loose pile of dirt. 
Poised on the very tip of the ledge, the ground 
beneath her was dangerously unstable. As she drew 
her foot free, part of the dirt floor crumbled. 

Dropping the cloth bag, Julianne’s arms flayed 
wildly as she tried unsuccessfully to retain her 
balance but fell helplessly over the edge of the cliff. 

Shrubbery grew abundantly on the sloping hill- 
side, and as Julianne collided with a bush, she 
reached and grabbed onto it. 

Holding precariously to an extended branch, she 
cautiously removed one hand to try and get a firmer 
hold when, suddenly, her grip gave way. 

Her body, tumbling uncontrollably, rolled farther 
down the steep incline. Shrubbery whipped at her 
face and stung her arms as the hard ground pounded 
into her unmercifully. 

Julianne’s sudden scream cut sharply into the air 
simultaneously with a deafening roar of thunder, but 
nature’s loud rumble drowned out her piercing 
shriek. 


Moments after Julianne had sneaked away from 
the campsite, Spot had been alerted by an approach- 
ing horse. Bounding to his feet, the dog sniffed the 
air, Catching his master’s scent, he wagged his tail 
happily. 
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Setting aside his rifle, Justin stood and smiled a 
greeting as David pulled up his Appaloosa and 
dismounted. 

“You've returned!” Justin exclaimed, relief ap- 
parent on his face. “How did everything go? Did 
those Mexicans believe your story?” 

Petting Spot fondly, David answered, “As you 
predicted, they fell for it hook, line, and sinker.’’ He 
was tired and sighed wearily. “I'll tell you all about it 
later. But right now, I need some supper and then I 
aim to go straight to bed.” 

Lynda and Kara had walked over to welcome 
David, and having heard his remark, Lynda offered 
‘warmly, “I'll fix you something to eat, but it looks 
like rain, so you'll have to settle for a cold supper.” 

“I don't mind,” David answered with a grin. He 
looked at Kara. ‘I just left Kicking Buffalo's village, 
and he told me that you haven't seen Iron. Kettle.” 

Not seeing her great-grandfather hadn't been too 
much of a disappointment. She barely remembered 
the man. “Is Iron Kettle getting any better?”’ 

“The Medicine Woman thinks so. Maybe you'll be 
able to see him tomorrow.” David glanced around 
the campsite. ‘‘Where's Julianne?” 

It was Lynda who answered, “I don’t know.” 

“She was here a few minutes ago,” Justin 
remarked. 

“I'll see if she’s in the wagon,” Kara offered, 
leaving quickly. She returned momentarily and 
announced that Julianne was gone. 

A flash of lightning zoomed across the sky, 
followed almost immediately by a threatening clap 
of thunder. 
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David was worried. “With this storm brewing, 
Julianne shouldn't be away from the camp. Do any 
of you have any idea where she might have gone?” 

They all answered that they didn't. 

Annoyed with Julianne for wandering away, he 
groaned testily, “Well, I guess I'd better go look 
for her.” 


“You're tired,” Justin intervened. “I'll go find 
“No, that’s all right. Thanks anyway.” 

David mounted his horse, called for Spot to 
accompany him, then rode off into the thicket. 

David wasn’t sure in which direction to search. 
However, he was able to dismiss the village. He had 
just come from there and knew Julianne hadn't 
ventured into the Sioux encampment. 

He walked his horse slowly past the bordering 
bushes, watching for signs. Then, picking up 
Julianne's trail, he knew he was on the right track. 

Spot, having smelled her lingering scent, let loose 

with a few rapid barks. Then, following the path 
Julianne had taken, he loped ahead of the Appa- 
loosa. 
As he stayed close behind the dog, David wondered 
why the hell Julianne had taken off into the woods. 
Even though she was a greenhorn, she should've 
known it could be dangerous to stray away from the 
campsite. The more he thought about it, the angrier 
he became. As he considered several of the dangers 
that could befall her, worry began to mingle with his 
anger. 

The heavy clouds released their torrents of rain just 
as David and Spot came upon the area where 
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Julianne had fallen over the cliff. Seeing her cloth 
bag on the ground, David swung down from his 
horse and reached the ledge seconds behind Spot. 

Only moments before their arrival, Julianne’s 
tumble down the hillside had come to an end. And, 
now, as David and Spot looked over the edge, they 
saw her get to her feet and brush absently at the dirt 
clinging to her skirt. The falling rain soon had her 
totally drenched. 

Spot's sudden barks startled Julianne. Gazing 
upwards, she was amazed to find David standing on 
the edge of the cliff. Even at a distance, she could see 
the scowl on his face. 

“Are you all right?” he yelled. 

“Yes, I think so,” she called back. 

“Stay there, I'm coming down!" Turning, David 
went to his horse and grabbed the reins, then 
snatched up the cloth bag lying nearby. 

Standing at the bottom of the hillside, Julianne 
watched as David carefully led his horse down the 
steep slope. She was terrified that he'd fall, or that the 
Appaloosa would lose its footing and send them both 
tumbling. 

Spot, descending the incline gracefully and with 
no problem, ran to Julianne and jumped upon her 
with a rowdy greeting. 

“Get down, boy,” she ordered, wiping at the mud 
his wet paws had left on her dress. Suddenly, struck 
with the futility of trying to remove the mud, she 
laughed hoarsely. Her gown was ripped, soiled, and 
beyond repair. It was also so soaked with rain that it 
was dripping wet. 

David and his horse managed the incline with no 
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mishaps. Walking over to Julianne, David handed 
her the bag. “What's in there?” he demanded. 

Avoiding a direct answer, she murmured, ‘“Noth- 
ing important.” 

Dissatisfied with her reply, he jerked the bag out of 
her hands, opened it, and investigated its contents. 
The sudden fury in his green eyes made Julianne 
instinctively recoil. “Dammit!” he raved. “I told you 
to leave your writing materials at the fort!" 

She lifted her chin defiantly, and despite her wet 
and bedraggled appearance, tried to muster a flare of 
dignity. “I am a journalist, and I will practice my 
profession with or without your permission.” 

“We'll see about that!” he retorted. Drawing back 
his arm, he threw the bag with all his might. It soared 
a long distance before falling to the ground. 

“How dare you!” she raged. 

“What are you doing here? There's no Sioux 
present! Were you planning to interview some bears 
or mountain lions?” 

“Bears? Mountain lions?” she questioned in a 
shaky voice. “Are they around here?” She looked 
about warily as though she might be confronted bya 
wild animal at any moment. 

He didn't answer, but merely grinned insolently. 
The rain was still pouring down in sheets, and 
knowing they needed to find shelter, David gestured 
sharply for her to follow. 

She complied, walking behind him and the horse. 
The wind began to blow strongly, and she shivered as 
its coldness cut through her wet clothes. 

David had kept to the side of the hill, and shortly 
they came upon two indentations in the bluff. One 
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was large and shaded by a high shrubbery overhang, 
the other was much smaller but well-covered. He 
took the horse and Spot into the larger of the two 
shelters, told the dog to stay, then removed his saddle 
bags and two rolled blankets. Returning to Julianne, 
he grasped her arm none too gently and led her into 
the other shelter. 

The indentation was too low for them to stand, 
and they had to bend over to enter the dry harbor 
nature had provided. 

David quickly spread out one of the blankets. 
Then, as he and Julianne sat down, he opened the 
saddle bags, removed a small medical kit, and 
withdrew a jar of antiseptic. 

“What are you going to do with that?” she asked. 

“In case you don't know it, you have cuts on your 

She was only aware of the scratches on her arms. 
Gingerly rubbing a hand over her face, she asked, 
“Are the cuts very bad?” 

“No, they're only superficial, but they could 
become infected if they aren’t cleaned.” 

Carefully, he first applied the medicine to her face 
and then to the abrasions on her arms. The antiseptic 
stung, but determined to take the pain bravely, 
Julianne bit into her bottom lip and held back a cry 
of protest. 

When his ministrations were finished, David 
returned the kit to his saddle bags, then ordered 
bluntly, ““Take off your dress.” 

“What?” she gasped. 

“You heard me, take off your dress. It’s soaking 
wet. Do you want to catch pneumonia?”’ 
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“Your clothes are wet too, so why don’t you — 


undress?"’ she demanded petulantly. 

“T intend to,”’ he answered flatly. 

“You do?” Her blue eyes opened widely. 

He grinned devilishly. “Ladies first." 

She frowned irritably. ‘“‘David Hunter, you have an 
exasperating habit of ordering me to remove my 
clothes. This is twice now that you have issued such 
an order.” 

He spoke impatiently. “Julianne, I don't plan to 
bicker with you. Now, either you take off that wet 
dress, or I'll remove it myself. I've got enough 
problems without you coming down sick.” The cold 
wind gusted, sending a chilly draft into their 
confining shelter. “Nor do I aim to become sick 
myself. Since you're apparently too modest to 
undress alone, we'll do it at the same time.” 

She watched as he first removed his gun belt and 


right about them removing their wet garments, 
Julianne turned her gaze from David. Slowly, and 
somewhat modestly, she unbuttoned her dress, then 
slipped it over her head. Studying her drenched 
petticoat, she asked timorously, ‘‘Am I supposed to 
strip all the way?” 

Placing his shirt on the ground, he unrolled the 
other blanket and handed it to her. “I'll turn my 
back, and when you have taken off all your clothing, 
wrap yourself in this.” 

He presented his back and she quickly did as she 
was told. As she was undressing, she knew that he 
also was removing all his clothes. Now, huddling 
inside the blanket, she purposefully kept her eyes 
averted and stared straight ahead. 
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He reached out for her blanket. Keeping her eyes 
turned away, she demanded, “What are you doing?” 

“I'm sharing the blanket,” he replied. 

“We can’t both use the same covering!” she 
objected. 

“I don’t aim to sit here in the altogether and freeze 
my butt off.” Grasping a corner of the blanket, he 
drew part of it over his shoulders, then wrapped the 
remaining folds about his body. 

Avoiding the touch of his bare flesh against hers, 
Julianne inched as far from him as the blanket 
allowed. She swallowed nervously, and despite the 
biting chill, could feel perspiration beading her brow 
and accumulating on her palms. Then, hesitantly, 
she laughed. 

“What's so funny?” he asked, surprised by her 
change of mood. 

“I was just wondering what my sisters and father 
would say if they could see me now.” 

“I don’t know about your sisters, but your father 
would probably come after me with a shotgun.” 

“He doesn’t own a shotgun.” 

“I'm glad to hear that,"’ he joshed. 

A bright twinkle shone in her eyes. “But he does 
own a set of dueling pistols.” 

He grinned wryly. ‘““Twenty paces, turn and fire. 
Here in the West, we don't settle our disputes in such 
a gentlemanly fashion. We simply draw, shoot, and 
the fastest man wins.” 

“Are you fast on the draw?” she questioned, 
genuinely interested. 

“Faster than some, slower than others,” he 
drawled. 

She started to question him further about his skill 
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with a gun, but decided against it for she suspected 
his answers would be evasive. 

They fell silent, both watching the steady down- 
pour that was accompanied periodically by flashes of 
lightning and rumbling thunder. 

Unable to accept his proximity with indifference, 
Julianne began to fidget, and while doing so, she 
unknowingly pulled his part of the blanket over to 
her side. 

He grabbed a corner of the cover and jerked it back. 

“Do you mind?” she fussed, tugging at the blanket. 

He tugged in return, and caught beneath the cover, 
she fell against him. Before she had time to move 
away, his arms had encircled her. As he pressed her 
soft body intimately close, his mouth sought hers ina 
heart-stopping kiss. 

Responding, she embraced him, her lips parting 
beneath his as his questing tongue intensified their 
lingering kiss. When he finally released her, she 
gazed into his passion-filled eyes and asked, “‘Do you 
plan to make love to me?” 

“Yes, I do,” he answered evenly. 

“What if I refuse?” 

“I don't think you will.” 

Julianne longed to surrender completely, but her 
resolution to remain pure for a future husband held 
steadfast. Why should I give myself to this man who 
will simply use me to satisfy his lust and then 
abandon me? Regardless of how much she loved him, 
she must hold relentlessly to her pride and her virtue. 
And a voice within her warned of other dangers too: 
If I give myself to him, I'll surely fall even more 
in love. I must not only protect my pride, but also 
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my heart. 

Placing her hands against his chest, she pushed 
out of his arms. “David,"’ she uttered with a de- 
termination she was far from feeling. ‘‘I want to go 
back to camp, and I want to do so immediately.” 

“We can't leave now, it’s still raining.” 

“I don’t care if it's snowing.” Afraid of her intense 
feelings for David, she was certain her convictions 
would falter if she remained. She snapped harshly, “I 
refuse to stay here any longer!” She raced on, 
covering her own insecurity with false accusations. 
“You probably brought me here so that you could 
take advantage of me! You're not only a black- 
hearted devil, but a contemptible scoundrel as well!” 

He didn’t relent. “We'll leave when it stops 
raining. However, in the meantime, I have a few 
things to say to you.” 

“Oh?” she asked, feigning nonchalance. 

“Hereafter, you had better obey my orders. Don’t 
wander away from camp. Also, forget about inter- 
viewing the Sioux. They're off limits to you!” 

Her anger flared. “How can I write about the 
Indians? You threw away my bag! Thanks to you, 
I’m not only minus an evening gown and petticoats, 
but now I no longer have my writing materials! It 
seems that your goal in life is to keep me naked and 
out of work!” 

He grinned impertinently. “I intend to keep you 
away from the Sioux, but as far as keeping you 
naked .. .? Well, that all depends.” 

“Depends on what?” 

“On how passionate you are,” he uttered sen- 
sually, drawing her back into his embrace. 
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She fought against him, unaware that her strug- 
gles were causing her side of the blanket to fallaway. — 
Suddenly, realizing what was happening, she gasped 
sharply and her cheeks reddened. 

Frantic now, she tried to cover herself, but 
grasping her shoulders, David forced her down onto 
the blanket that was spread beneath them. Pinning 
her arms over her head, he imprisoned her wrists 
with one hand. 

Her struggles ceased and she lay still, waiting, 
almost anticipating his next move. 

His dark green eyes bore into hers. “ Julianne,’’ he 
whispered thickly. “I may never have another chance 
to make love to you. It might be now or never.” 

“What do you mean?” 

As his dangerous mission into Mexico crossed his 
mind, he answered softly, ‘I can’t explain." 

She was sure she knew his reasons. He simply 
wanted to use her body, then go on his own way; no 
commitments and no emotional ties. He was just too 
much of a lying rogue to admit the truth! 

“Let me up!” she demanded. 

“No!” he refused, his tone emphatic. “I aim to 
make love to you, Julianne.” 

“Why?” she cried pleadingly, her resolve weaken- 
ing. ““Why are you doing this to me?” 

“Because I've never wanted a woman as much as I 
want you, and, by God, I’m going to have you!" His 
lips came down on hers with a force so demanding 
that Julianne gasped for breath. 





Chaplerx Clesen 


As David's lips continued to relish Julianne’s, he 
felt consumed by the smoldering fire coming to life 
in his loins, but against his own volition, her 
innocence weighed heavily on his conscience. If he 
were free to pledge his love, ask her to marry him and 
promise that they would share their future together, 
then, and only then, would he have the right to make 
her his own. David was tempted to make these 
declarations, ease his conscience and take her 
completely, but he refrained from doing so. His 
passion was barely under control, but his honor and 
integrity successfully prevailed. 

Julianne’s own passion was aroused to a feverish 
pitch. She uttered soft, low moans and tightened her 
arms about David's neck. Instinctively, her body 
arched toward his as her hips pressed wantonly 
against his rigid maleness. 

Her ardent response was more than David's feeble 
restraint could survive. His better judgment was 
swept away by Julianne’s sweet but fervent need to 
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give herself to the man who had stolen her heart. 

His lips left hers to etch a blazing path to her 
earlobe, then down her slender neck. Kissing the — 
hollow of her throat, he murmured huskily, “Juli- 
anne, my wonderful darling. I need you so.” | 

“Oh yes, David,” she whispered, her voice quaking _ 
with desire. “I need you, my love.” 

Anxious to see Julianne’s bared beauty, David 
raised up on an elbow and removed the blanket — 
completely. His eyes traveled ravenously over her 
desirable curves. : 

“You're even more beautiful than I imagined,”’ he 
groaned, before bending his head to kiss her soft 
breasts, suckling and caressing their taut peaks. 
Julianne trembled with ecstasy as his intimate 
fondling caused waves of pleasure to wash over her. © 
She felt as though she were drowning in a stormy sea 
of love. 

His mouth moved upward, ravishing hers once 
again. His tongue sought entrance, which she 
granted him with abandon. David kissed her with 
intensity as his hand crept down to caress the inside 
of her thigh, traveling a path to the womanly softness 
between her parted legs. He cupped her firmly there, 
and his stimulating touch caused Julianne to moan 
with a fiery longing that was soon soaring and all- © 
Wanting to know him as intimately as he knew 
her, Julianne’s fingers moved unhesitatingly to his 
hard manhood. David clasped her hand tightly with 
his own, pressing it firmly against him. “Julianne,” — 
he whispered hoarsely, moving her hand up and 
down his erect manhood, showing her how he © 
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stale 


: 


“Darling,” she cried tremulously, following his 
guidance and fondling him with such fervor that he 
was soon on the edge of ecstasy. He grabbed her hand 
and removed it before his fulfillment could spill 
forth. Then, moving so that he could gaze down into 
her love-glazed eyes, he murmured tenderly, “I’m not 
only pleased by your passion, but also amazed.” 

“My passion is my way of expressing how much I 
love you,” she declared, letting down her defenses. 

Her arms went about him as he moved over her, 
and his hardness touched betweeen her delicate 
thighs. In the deep recesses of her mind, a warning 
flashed, telling her to beware of this man who would 
most likely take her virginity then desert her with no 
qualms. But she ignored the alarm, pushing it back 
into unconscious thought. She wanted David Hunter 
with all her heart and soul. She'd surrender to him— 
and when he left her, then she'd find a way to accept 
his desertion when that time came. But for now she 
would cast aside all inhibitions and find the ecstasy 
she knew awaited in the arms of this man she loved so 
desperately! 

David's initial entry was careful and extremely 
gentle, then as his passage became blocked by her 
virginity, he pushed forward forcefully, taking her 
innocence in one powerful thrust. 

Impaled with pain, Julianne cried out, but her 
whimpers were muffled by David's lips caressing 
hers with a tenderness that soon grew into passion. 
As her discomfort subsided, Julianne returned his 
ardent kiss, her tongue probing and meeting his in 
sensual response. 
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He began to move inside her, and as his inserted 
maleness filled her with exquisite ecstasy, she arched 
upward and welcomed the full length of him. 

Julianne, experiencing thrills of pleasure, purred 
seductively, “Oh yes, my darling!... Yes, take 
me! ... Take me!” 

Stimulated to a point of rapturous delight, David 
lifted her legs and placed them about his back, then 
pounded into her with unbridled aggression. 

Locking her ankles firmly, Julianne accepted his — 
probing manhood, riding him with an abandon that 
drove David over the brink and into an all-engulfing 
bliss. 

After more demanding thrusting and heated kisses, 
their fulfillments surged and wondrous release 
flooded their senses. 

David remained inside her, and his lips met hers in 
a tender exchange before he withdrew. Holding her 
close, he drew her against his chest. ‘“Julianne?’’ he 
whispered. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes, I think so,” she answered tentatively. 

He smiled kindly. 

Sighing with contentment, she continued, “I never 
dreamed that making love could be so wonderful.” 

“This was only your first time. Believe me, as you 
become more experienced, it'll get even better.” 

She found that hard to accept, for she didn’t think 
it was possible for her to experience thrills more 
wondrous than the ones she had felt only moments 
before. 

Releasing her, he sat up and looked out through 
the shrubbery overhang. “It's stopped raining.”’ He 
glanced back at the woman lying at his side, and — 
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- the blood between her thighs, he said 
considerately, ‘‘I'll get my canteen.” 

He spread the blanket over her, then slipped 
hastily into his clothes. He went after the canteen, 
returning within moments, and uncovering her, he 
wet a corner of the blanket. Gently, and with loving 
care, he washed off the dried blood caked to her soft 
thighs. The sight of her womanly beauty had revived 
his passion. Bending his head, he placed his lips 
against her reddish vee. Julianne moaned with 
longing as his intimate touch caused thrilling 
sensations to course through her. 

Rising up, David studied her at his leisure. He 
admired her full breasts, small waist, and long, 
slender legs. His passion-filled eyes then fixed on 
the womanhood between her thighs. Unable to resist 

_ her beauty, David gently pried her legs apart and 
moved between them. 

Julianne, erotically intoxicated, moaned with 
pleasure as David's fingers explored her most 
sensitive parts. Responding wantonly, her hand 
moved down to cover his, pressing his finger deep 
within her velvety depths. He probed rhythmically 
until she was in the throes of ecstasy. Then, placing 
his hands under her buttocks, he used his mouth and 
tongue to take her wildly to love's highest peak. 

She cried aloud with intense pleasure and en- 
twined her fingers into his dark hair as her body 
shook with a wondrous, breath-taking completion. 

It was a moment before her labored breathing 
slowed back to normal and she could speak calmly. 
“David, I do love you so very much.” She was about 
to ask him if he cared in return, but before she could, 
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————  -_s 


Spot began to bark viciously. 

“Get dressed,” David ordered tersely, leaping to his _ 
feet and grabbing his pistol. 

Moving quickly, Julianne put on her clothes. The 
garments hadn't dried, and her wet dress clung to her 
ripe curves. 

David had moved out of the shelter, and following 
him, Julianne held her breath with fright when she 
spotted a group of riders pulling up their horses. 
They were so close that she could almost reach out 
and touch them. The riders were Sioux warriors, and 
they were accompanied by six Mexicans. Julianne 
stared at them with astonishment as she wondered 
why these Mexicans were in the Black Hills and why 
they were riding with the Sioux. . 

The Mexican in the lead, mounted beside an 
imposing warrior, looked at David and grinned 
coldly. “Sefior Hunter!” he said heartily. 

“What are you doing here?’’ David asked, his tone 
unfriendly. 

Dismounting, the man answered, “Amigo, you do 
not sound happy to see me. We are partners, si?”’ 

“T told you to stay at Two Moons’ village, and I'd 
get in touch with you later.” 

The Mexican gestured toward the Indian who had 
taken his reins. “Chief Two Moons, he is a kind man 
and when I asked him to bring me to you, he 
cooperated.” 

David's eyes turned to the warrior. ‘“T'wo Moons, 
take him and his compadres back to your village.” ” 

The Mexican interrupted, ‘No, sefior! My men 
and I plan to set up camp close to yours. With so 
much gold involved, I think maybe will keep you in 


154 

















4 


my sights.” 

“Shut up, Diego!” David ordered, before casting a 
quick look in Julianne’s direction. 

Her gaze met David's, and her expression was 
puzzled. Gold? What was this Mexican talking 
about? 

The man moved closer to David and Julianne. 
“Amigo, aren’t you going to introduce me to your 
lovely companion?” 

“No,” David uttered gruffly. 

Nonetheless, the man doffed his sombrero, and 
bowing with mock gallantry, he said, ‘‘My name is 
Diego Ordédjiez.” 

Although Julianne sensed an evilness about this 
man, she replied, “How do you do, Mr. Ordéjiez. I 
am Miss Ross.” 

Diego's deep-set eyes openly raked over Julianne’s 
supple curves, which her wet gown clearly defined. 

“Take your eyes off her!’’ David demanded. 

“But, amigo,” Diego said easily, “there is no harm 
in looking. You would not kill a man for his 
thoughts, would you?” 

“You're damned right, I would!” he grumbled. 
“Keep your eyes away from her, or I'll close them 
permanently.” 

The Mexican’s lips twisted into a semblance of a 
smile. “Si, amigo! If I had a woman so beautiful, I 
would also kill a man for looking at her.” 

“Get on your horse and leave,” David said quietly 
but firmly. 

Diego complied, and as he swung into the saddle 
he remarked, ‘‘My men and I will be close by.” His 
steely gaze locked with David's. ‘““We will never be far 
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away, you can count on it, amigo.” He glanced 
cordially at Julianne. “Adios, sefiorita."’ 

As the group rode away, Julianne asked anxiously, 
“David, why are those Mexicans in the Black Hills, 
and what is your business with them?”’ 

Instead of answering, he went to the Appaloosa 
and led the horse out of the shelter. As David gathered 
up their belongings, Julianne attempted to question 
He cut her off sharply. ‘Julianne, my business 
with Diego doesn’t concern you. So stay out of it!’ 

His rudeness hurt her and angered her as well. 
How could he act this way after the passionate love 
they had shared? Now that he had satisfied his lust, 
did he prefer not to be bothered with her? 

His movements hurried, David attached the rolled- 
up blankets and looped his canteen over the saddle 
horn, Then he reached for Julianne’s arm and helped 
her mount. She thought he'd swing up behind her, 
but taking the bridle reins he began leading the 
Appaloosa. 

Tears stung her eyes and moistened her long 
lashes. She had never imagined that a man could be 
so aloof only minutes after making love to a woman. 
How could she have been so naive and so foolish? She 
searched her heart for answers. Had she really 
believed that once David had taken her innocence, 
he'd give her his love in return? Yes, she admitted 
disconsolately. I thought he would love me! For a 
moment she gave in to her sorrow, and her shoulders 
drooped as she let her tears roll down her cheeks. — 
Then, with a dignity that was inbred, she wiped the 
wetness from her face, sat straight, and lifted her chin 
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es. She considered her circumstances matter- 


of-factly. She had lost her innocence along with her 
heart. Well, her innocence was gone forever, but she 
could still reclaim her heart. Her blue eyes shone 
with resolve. She would get over David Hunter—one 
way or another! 

It was only a short distance back to the wagon, and 
when the campsite came within view Julianne 
reached down, jerked the reins from David's unsus- 
pecting grip, then nudged the Appaloosa with her 
knees, sending him into a full gallop. 

Reaching camp, she pulled back roughly on the 
reins, but unaccustomed to his rider, the horse balked 
at her sudden command. The spirited animal would 
have thrown her if Justin hadn’t arrived in time to 
grab the horse’s harness. The man’s forceful grip 
restrained the Appaloosa long enough for Julianne 
to get her feet out of the stirrups and slide off the 
steed’s broad back. When she was safely on the 
ground, Justin released his hold, and the Appaloosa 
neighed nervously before charging back to his 
master. 

Julianne watched as David calmed the animal 
with a gentle touch and soothing words. Resentment 
shadowed her face as she recalled how he'd also got 
her to do his bidding with his gentle touches and 
soothing words. She turned about sharply to hurry 
to the wagon, but catching a glimpse of Justin's 
knowing eyes, she paused. She blushed beneath his 
keen scrutiny. 

Considerately, he didn’t pry. “You want some 
supper, ma'am?” 

“No, thank you,” she whispered. Then before 
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David could arrive, she sk eke 
wagon. 


Entering his home, Flying Hawk went to the lodge 
fire, sat down, and removed his moccasins. The rain 
had thoroughly soaked the ground, and his footwear 
had gotten wet while he was bedding down his horses 
for the night. 

Joining him, Spotted Fawn sat close. “My hus- 
band,” she said softly, “would you like some coffee?” 

He shook his head, refusing her offer. ‘It has been 
a long day. I think I'll go to bed.” 

He started to get up, but her hand on his arm 
detained him. ‘Flying Hawk,” she began hesitantly, 
“have I done something to anger you?” 

“No. Why do you ask?”’ 

“You seem withdrawn,” she murmured. 

“] have much on my mind, Spotted Fawn. Soon I 
will be leaving, and I don’t know how long I'll be 
gone.” 

“Leaving!” she exclaimed. ‘‘Flying Hawk, please 
don’t leave me!” Her dark eyes became desperate. 

“You are Kicking Buffalo’s daughter, and while 
I'm gone, he'll take good care of you.” 

“But I feel so lost and alone when you're gone!” 
she cried. 

Flying Hawk sighed heavily. He knew that his 
wife was too dependent on him. She used him like a 
protective shield, for marriage to Flying Hawk had 
regained her the respect of the village. She was the 
wife of Flying Hawk, who many maidens had hoped 
to marry. However, he had chosen her over all 
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the others! 

Now, as Flying Hawk tenderly studied the lovely 
woman at his side, he wondered if she loved him or 
worshipped him? Or were the emotions one and the 
same? He was three years younger than Spotted 
Fawn, but he felt as though he were much older than 
his wife. Emotionally, she clung to him like a 
helpless child, and, at times, he felt that her 
dependency was suffocating him. 

He patted her hand encouragingly. “Don’t get 
upset, Spotted Fawn. You will be all right while I'm 

ne." 

He went to his bed, removed his clothes, and lay 
down. Before he could draw up the cover, Spotted 
Fawn was at his side, slipping her doeskin dress over 
her head. She wore nothing underneath, and her 
slim, curvaceous body was his to behold. 

She snuggled beside him and pressed her thighs 
against his. His manhood responded, and as he drew 
her closer, his mouth sought hers. But as he began to 
make love to his wife, it was Lynda Meyers who filled 
his fantasies and urged him onward to fulfillment of 
his desire. 


David waited until everyone had bedded down for 
the night before moving quietly to the back of the 
wagon. “‘Julianne?”’ he called softly. He was sure she 
wasn't asleep, for only a short time had passed since 
she had left the campfire. 

When he received no reply, he called again, 
“Julianne?” Silence ensued. His patience thin, he 
said firmly, “You may as well answer because I’m not 
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leaving until you dol” 

The canvas opening was pushed aside, and 
Julianne, her eyes flaring angrily, muttered, “Go — 
away! I don’t want to talk to you!” 

He unlatched the backboard, reached inside, and 
grasped her about the waist. She hadn’t undressed for 
bed, and the long folds of her calico gown billowed as — 
he lifted her into his arms, then placed her on her feet. 

His gaze granite hard, he demanded gruffly, — 
“We're taking a walk!" 

He tried to clutch her hand, but seeing his intent, — 
she backed away. “I refuse to take a walk with you!” 

David shrugged, giving the misleading impression 
that her refusal was a matter of indifference to him. 
Deceived, Julianne relaxed her guard. Then lurching 
with lightning speed, David grabbed her arm in a 
vise-like grip. Roughly he jerked her to his side, and 
between gritted teeth he threatened, “Either you walk 
with me, or I'll fling you over my shoulder and carry 
you!” 

She believed him, and when he tugged at her arm 
she fell into stride. Taking each step reluctantly, she 
asked, simmering, “Where are we going?” 

“Where we can talk privately," he replied, his tone 
level. 

She pried his fingers from her arm, withdrew into 
silence, and kept abreast of him until they were a 
reasonable distance from the campsite. Then, halt- 
ing, she met his unwavering gaze with one of her 
own. “This is far enough!” she insisted. “What do 
you want to talk about?”’ 

His emerald-green eyes softened. “I'd like to 
apologize.” 





“Apologize?” she queried, her expression distrust- 
ful 


“I feel badly about the way I treated you this 
afternoon when Diego arrived. I shouldn't have been 
so curt with you, not after we had just . . .”” His voice 
faded. 


Crossing his arms beneath her breasts, and eyeing 
him heatedly, she challenged, “Not after we had just 
made love?" 

“I'm sorry,” he murmured. 

that we made love, or sorry that you were so 
rude?” : 

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I’m 
certainly not sorry that we made love.” 

She raised her chin haughtily. “Well, you needn't 
apologize for your curtness. I'm familiar with your 
discourteous behavior. I've been exposed to it more 

He parried with her. “Did you ever stop to think 
that you might provoke my rudeness?” 

“Don’t try to blame me, David Hunter! You were 
rude from the first moment I met you!” She waited, 
but when no reply was forthcoming, she asked coldly, 
“Now that we have talked privately, may I return to 
the wagon?” 

“No, you may not,” he answered tonelessly. 
Stepping closer, he placed his hands on her shoul- 
ders. The moon-drenched night made it easy for her 
to see the tender expression that had come to his eyes. 
“Julianne, this afternoon I took your innocence and 
I owe you a commitment. So help me God, if I were 
free to make one, I would. However, I can promise 
you faithfully that someday I hope to come to 
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Washington and ask you to marry me.” 

“You hope?” she questioned, her anger dissolved. 
“What do you mean, you hope?” 

“T can’t explain,” he replied. 

“You could explain if you really wanted to.” 

His hold on her shoulders tightened. “Julianne, I 
must ask you to trust me on faith alone.” 

“How long am I supposed to wait for you, 
David?" she asked, irritability creeping into her 
voice. ‘‘A month? Six months? A year? Indefinitely?” 

He released her brusquely and stepped back, 
making a sweeping gesture toward the campsite with 
his arm. “You may return to the wagon.” 

His abruptness surprised her. “Why am I being 
dismissed so suddenly?”’ 

“I brought you here to apologize and to let you 
know that my intentions are honorable. You don’t 
want my apology and you cannot accept my love on 
faith. So I don’t see where we have anything left to 
discuss.” 

“David,” she began desperately, “how can you 
expect me to accept your love under these conditions? 
You hope that someday you can ask me to marry you? 
Am I supposed to plan my future on such a flimsy 
promise?” 

David knew she was right. He now wished he 
hadn't foolishly instigated this discussion but had 
left well enough alone. “You're right, Julianne. I’m 
asking too much of you.” 

Tears threatening, she cried sincerely, ““Oh David, 
my love, don’t you realize that I’d marry you right 
now if you'd ask me to?” 

He considered his options. He could marry her, 
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take her to his ranch, and leave her there while he 
carried out his assignment in Mexico. However, he 
quickly rejected the idea. Julianne would not be a 
meek, submissive wife who'd let her husband run off 
to parts unknown. She'd demand an explanation, 
and if he told her the truth, she would most likely 
insist that he terminate such a dangerous mission. 
Furthermore, if he defied her wishes and went 
through with the assignment, impending widow- 
hood for Julianne was a likely possibility. No, it 
would be better to postpone marriage to this lovely, 
spirited woman until he could offer her the secure 
future she deserved. 

A note of pleading lingered in his eyes as he 
murmured plaintively, “I can’t ask you to marry 
me... Not now.” 

“Nor can I promise to wait for you,”’ she said with 
innate dignity. “Also, let me assure you that you 
are released from any obligation you might feel be- 
cause of what happened between us. You were not 
entirely to blame, for I was a most willing partner.” 
If he had a reply, she didn’t wait to hear it but 
continued quickly, “Good night, David.” 

As she walked away, the proud lift of her head and 
shoulders belied the heartache she was feeling. 


Chapler Tseloe 


The next morning, Julianne could feel David's 
eyes on her as she helped Lynda cook breakfast. She 
found his scrutiny uncomfortable, for his mere 
presence made her blush. He was seated at the 
campfire beside Justin. Both men were drinking 
coffee as they waited for their meal. More than once, 
Julianne turned toward David to demand that he 
stop staring at her, but each time she looked at him, 
he met her gaze and a sensual smile crossed his lips. 
Overwhelmed by his sensuality, Julianne turned 
away, helpless. If only she had some kind of defense 
against him! But all he had to do was smile, and she 
was putty in his hands. 

As the women were serving breakfast, a tall, 
middle-aged warrior arrived unexpectedly. As the 
man approached the campfire, David and Justin rose 
to their feet. 

David greeted the warrior affably. “Kicking Buf- 
falo, welcome to our camp.” He glanced at Julianne. 
“Pour the chief a cup of coffee, please.” 
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Julianne complied, and as Kicking Buffalo ac- 
cepted the proffered cup, the men sat down. ‘‘Where 
is Morning Star?”’ the chief asked David. 

“She's in the wagon getting dressed. She'll be out. 
in a moment.” 

Although Justin and David returned to their 
breakfast, eating heartily, Julianne and Lynda put 
their filled plates aside. 

Julianne’s active curiosity concerning Kicking 
Buffalo had taken away her appetite. Except for 
Flying Hawk, she had been kept segregated from the 
Sioux. Now she was amazed to find herself in such 
close proximity with a Sioux chief. She wondered if 
she'd get a chance to talk with him, for there were 
dozens of questions she'd love to ask. 

Lynda, on the other hand, was not in the least 
impressed by Kicking Buffalo. On the contrary, she 
thought him a murdering savage and resented his 
presence. He was Flying Hawk's chief and had 
probably ordered the attack in which her husband 
was killed. Again, as she had done so often, she 
wished she had never applied for this job. If she had 
known the job would lead to mingling with the 
Sioux, she'd never have dreamed of taking the 
position. But she had thought that as Kara's 
chaperone, her responsibility would simply be to 
accompany the girl to Fort Laramie. She certainly 
had never dreamed that her responsibilities would 
take her into the Black Hills, where she would be 
surrounded by the band of Indians who had 
murdered her husband. 

Against her will, her passionate union with Flying 
Hawk flooded her mind. The haunting vision tore 
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viciously into her heart. How could she have been so 
disloyal to her spouse’s memory? A gleam that verged 
on derangement came to her eyes. She would seek 
revenge, not only for her husband, but also for 
herself. Incapable of accepting what she had done, 
Lynda finally managed to convince herself that 
Flying Hawk had taken advantage of her. It was true 
that she had surrendered to his advances, but her 
response had been brought on more by fear than by 
desire. 

Finishing his coffee, Kicking Buffalo returned the 
cup to Julianne. Then, looking at David, he said, 
“The Medicine Woman says Morning Star may see 
Iron Kettle. I have come for the girl.” 

“As I told you yesterday,” David began, “Morning 
Star barely remembers her great-grandfather and the 
Sioux. She'll be frightened about entering your 
village. With your permission, I'd like to accompany 
you and Morning Star. I think she'll be less afraid if 
I'm with her,” 

Kicking Buffalo consented. “You may come with 
us, but Iron Kettle will want to talk to her alone.” 

Catching sight of Kara walking toward them, 
Justin remarked, “Here she comes now.” 

Kara was wary of the strange warrior seated at the 
campfire. Who was he? Was he here because of her? 
Was it time for her to see her great-grandfather? 

“Kara,” David said, “this is Chief Kicking 
Buffalo.” 

“How do you do,”’ Kara murmured politely. Then 
making a wide circle around the warrior, she went 
over and sat down between Lynda and Julianne. 

“Kara,” David continued, “‘the chief is here to take 
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you to Iron Kettle.” 

Kicking Buffalo studied the girl. He thought her 
pretty, but her white blood was predominate and her 
likeness to the Sioux was minimal. 

“Eat,” Kicking Buffalo said to Kara. ‘“Then we 
will leave." 

Her appetite had vanished. “I'm not hungry,” 
Kara mumbled. 

“You must eat breakfast,’’ Lynda told her. 

“Please don’t make me eat.’ Kara was obviously 
distressed. 

Lynda relented, “Darling, you don’t have to eat 
breakfast.” 

She didn’t blame the child for being upset. It was 
wrong to force Kara to accept her Sioux heritage. 
Congressman Landon and his wife shouldn't have 
made their daughter take this trip. When they had 
adopted her, they had freed her from her savage 
relatives, and they should have kept her free. 

Kicking Buffalo, aware of the girl’s perplexity, 
studied her more intently. He felt sorry for her. 
Morning Star had been taken away from her mother’s 
people and had been raised in the white man’s world. 
He understood the child’s fear and spoke gently to 
her. “Morning Star, do not be afraid. You should be 
proud of your great-grandfather. He used to be a 
great chief and was respected by all the Sioux. Except 
for you, he has no living kin. When you see him, 
Morning Star, be kind, for he loves you very much.” 

“How can he love me?” Kara cried impulsively. 
“He hasn't seen me since I was four years old!” 

“Must your great-grandfather be with you to love 
you? Do you think his love cannot travel over the 
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mountains, across the rivers and past the miles? You 
are part of his blood; he has always been with you." 

To Kara the man spoke in riddles and she couldn't 
completely grasp what he was trying to say. 

Standing, David said, “Kara, if you aren't going to 
eat breakfast, then we might as well leave.” 

“You're coming with me?"’ she asked hopefully. 

He told her that he was, and taking her hand, 
helped her to her feet. 

Remaining seated, Julianne watched as Kara and 
David walked away with Kicking Buffalo. She hoped 
the meeting with Iron Kettle would prove to be a 
pleasant one for Kara. 

Pouring himself another cup of coffee, Justin said, 
“Well, it looks like we'll be pullin’ out in the 
mornin’.” 

“So soon?” Julianne asked, surprised. 

“We came here so Kara could see Iron Kettle. One 
meetin’ between them is all the old chief asked for." 

Lynda found Justin's news gravely disturbing. If 
they left tomorrow she'd have no chance to even the 
score with Flying Hawk, for she was sure the warrior 
wouldn't accompany them back to the fort. Upset, 
and wanting to be alone with her thoughts, she rose 
quickly. “Julianne,” she began briskly, “if you don’t 
mind cleaning the dishes alone, I think I'll pick some 
berries. The bushes around here are overflowing 
with them.” 

“I don’t mind,” Julianne answered. 

Lynda went to the wagon and found a basket. 
Then, as a precaution, she decided to take a pistol 
with her. Her husband had taught her to use a hand 
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gun. She wasn’t a perfect shot, but was not entirely 
unskilled either. 


A few minutes after Lynda left the wagon and went 
into the shrubbery, Flying Hawk appeared. He had 
come solely to see Lynda, for he planned to tell her 
that Two Moons had been responsible for her 
husband's death. He was sure that she was still 
feeling guilty, and he intended to ease her conscience. 

When Julianne informed him that Lynda had left 
to pick berries, he immediately went in search of her. 

Flying Hawk moved through the shrubbery with 
the silence of a preying animal, and Lynda was 
totally unaware of his stalking presence. 

She had wandered quite a distance from the 
campsite and was busy plucking red berries when the 
warrior found her. His movements were so silent that 
as he paused mere inches behind her, she still was not 
aware of his closeness. 

“Beautiful one,” he murmured, his tone deeply 
sensual. 

She twirled about. He was so close to her that her 
breasts pressed against his naked chest. She took a 
stumbling step backward and stammered, “Wh... 
what are you doing here?” 

“I came to see you,” he answered. His dark, 
fathomless eyes seemed to sear into her very soul. 

He was savagely naked except for a breechcloth 
and his high-topped moccasins. The sun's rays 
filtering down through the treetops fell radiantly 
across his copper-shaded skin. His shoulder-length 
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black hair was held back from his face with a 
headband embellished with colorful beads. 

Lynda tried to look at him with only hate in her 
heart, but against her will, she could feel her body 
responding to his fascinating maleness. Drifting into 
a daze, she stared at him wide-eyed. 

Flying Hawk was also helplessly enchanted. 
Although he found the white woman beautiful, he 
knew it was more than her beauty that had captured 
him. He was falling in love. 

“I must talk to you about your husband."’ Flying 
Hawk finally explained his presence. 

The mention of her husband brought Lynda out of 
her daze. Her hate for this man surfaced. She no 
longer admired him, but loathed him! Remembering 
the pistol she had placed inside the basket, she 
quickly drew out the weapon. 

Flying Hawk was shocked. As he eyed the gun 
pointed at him he instinctively stepped back. Should 
he try to wrest it from her hand, or try to talk her out 
of using it? In a trice, he decided his best alternative 
was to grab for the gun. 

Lurching with a warrior’s fantastic speed, Flying 
Hawk reached for the gun, but as his hand landed 
against the pistol, Lynda fired. He had knocked her 
aim off target, and the bullet lodged deeply into the 
fleshy part of his shoulder. 

Determined to kill him, Lynda recocked the pistol. 
Before she could fire a second time, Flying Hawk hit 
her hand, sending the gun flying through the air 
before it fell a short distance away. 

Frantic, she made a wild dash toward the weapon, 
but Flying Hawk's arms were suddenly about her 
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waist, and as he tackled her, they both plunged 
heavily to the hard ground. 

Flying Hawk's wound, bleeding profusely, quickly 
sapped his strength, and he found it difficult to 
control Lynda’s frantic struggles. Weakening, he 
pleaded with her to listen to him, but despite his 
entreaties, she continued to fight. 

Suddenly, strong hands grabbed Flying Hawk 
from behind and lifted him to his feet. On the brink 
of passing out, he saw the five warriors who had 
come to his aid through a blur. 

The warriors had been hunting and were on their 
way back to the village when they heard the gunshot. 
Now, they were shocked and angry to find that this 
white woman had dared to try to kill Flying Hawk. 

Flying Hawk's strong body slumped over, and two 
of the men laid him on the ground with gentle care. 
Fighting to remain conscious, Flying Hawk tried to 
tell them not to harm the woman, but before he could 
speak he sank deeply into a dark, bottomless void. 

The five warriors turned their eyes to Lynda, their 
expressions murderous. She was still on the ground. 
As she made a feeble attempt to sit up, one of the 
Indians slipped his knife from its sheath. 

She froze, and her heart thumped wildly against 
her chest. She had no doubt that this warrior was 
going to kill her. He stepped soundlessly to her side, 
knelt, then raised the knife over her chest. She started 
to close her eyes against her executioner when, 
suddenly, she heard Justin's voice. 

“Put down that knife,” Justin had ordered. He had 
also heard the gunshot and had come to investigate. 

The warrior turned, and seeing Justin's rifle aimed 
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at him, he lowered the knife. 

Nodding to a couple of the men, Justin com- 
manded calmly, “Carry Flying Hawk to the village.” 
The Indians knew and trusted Justin Smith and they 
respected his order. Two of them lifted Flying Hawk 
from the ground. 

Moving to Lynda, Justin reached down and drew 
her to her feet. “Woman, you must be crazy!” he 
mumbled gruffly, totally disgusted with what she 
had done. “Come on!” he snapped, jerking her to his 
side. ““‘We’re gonna have to follow them into the 
village. Taking you to the wagon ain't gonna protect 
youl” 

“What will they do to me?” she asked shakily, 
barely keeping abreast of Justin's long strides. 

He saw no reason to lie. “If Flying Hawk dies, 
they'll kill you. Hell, even if he lives, they might 
decide to kill you.” His temper blew. “Dammit, Mrs. 
Meyers, why the hell did you shoot Flying Hawk? 
The Sioux welcomed us here in peace, trusted us, 
then you go and try to kill one of their most respected 
warriors!” 

“Believe me, Mr. Smith, I had a good reason for 
wanting to kill Flying Hawk.” She sounded more 
collected than she felt. 

“You don’t feel no remorse at all for what you 
did?” he asked, incredulous. 

All at once, her hate for Flying Hawk seemed 
unimportant. As it dawned on her that she might 
have killed another human being, she broke into 


sobs. 
“It’s a little late for tears, ain't it?”’ Justin mumbled 
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f irritably. All the same, he slipped an arm about her 
shoulders and drew her close against him. 


Justin and David stayed close to Lynda as they 
waited, along with the entire village, for the 
Medicine Woman to finish tending to Flying Hawk. 
The three of them were standing close to Flying 
Hawk's tepee and were surrounded by hostile 
warriors who kept casting murderous glares in 
Lynda’s direction. 

The two men had said very little to Lynda since 
Flying Hawk had been carried into his dwelling, and 
their silence began to grate on Lynda’s nerves. She 
knew they were both angry with her and were 
probably remaining quiet because they had nothing 
to say that wouldn't be disdainful. Well, she’d rather 
listen to their scornful remarks than their silence! 

“I suppose you both hate me,” she said, looking 
from one to the other. 

“We don’t hate you,” David answered, his tone 
clipped. 

Deciding she should defend her act of violence, she 
began uneasily, “If you understood why I tried to kill 
Flying Hawk, you might be less harsh in your 
judgment of me.” 

David interrupted, “In the first place, Mrs. Meyers, 
I'm not judging you harshly, and in the second place, 
I already know why you shot Flying Hawk.” 

“Wh ... what?” she stammered, wide-eyed. 

“I know you believe that Flying Hawk was 
responsible for your husband's death.” 
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“It’s not just my belief, Mr. Hunter. Some of the ’ 
surviving soldiers reported that the attack was led by 
Flying Hawk.” 

“They were wrong,” David replied. “Your hus- 
band and his men were attacked by Two Moons. The 
army learned this after you left the fort.” 

“But the soldiers swore that it was Flying Hawk!” 
she cried. 

“Two Moons and Flying Hawk are often mistaken 
for each other. They both ride white stallions, and 
although Two Moons is considerably older than 
Flying Hawk, at a distance they look a lot alike.” 

“If you knew that I was harboring hard feelings 
toward Flying Hawk, why didn’t you tell me the 
truth? Why did you wait until now?” 

“Flying Hawk asked me not to tell you.” 

“But I don’t understand. Why would he do that?” 

David shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure why. The _ 
Sioux admire bravery, and I guess he wanted to see 
just how far you'd go to avenge your husband.” 

Justin snapped dryly, “Well, now he knows how 
far she'll go." 

Lynda felt sick. “Oh my God, I almost killed an 
innocent man!" Suddenly, desperate, she moaned, _ 
“What if he doesn’t pull through?” ; 

Neither man had a chance to reply, for at that 
moment, Kicking Buffalo came out of the tepee and 
announced, “Flying Hawk will be all right. He is 
awake and wishes to speak to the white woman.” 

The chief stepped away from the entrance, then 
gestured for Lynda to go inside. 

She was hesitant and made no move to obey. 

“Go on,” David told her firmly. 
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She entered the tepee warily. As her eyes grew 
accustomed to the dark interior, she saw Spotted 
Fawn and the Medicine Woman kneeling beside 
Flying Hawk, who was lying on his bed of furs. She 
walked past the lodge fire on shaky legs, and when 
she reached the others she paused and waited for one 
of them to say something. 

It was Flying Hawk who spoke first, and his words 
were addressed to his wife and the Medicine Woman. 
“Leave us alone.” 

“No!” Spotted Fawn objected. “She might try to 
kill you again!" 

“I said leave us!" her husband demanded gruffly. 

Spotted Fawn came close to disobeying, but when 
she felt the Medicine Woman’s grip on her arm, she 
allowed the woman to assist her to her feet. As Spotted 
Fawn’s vision fell across Lynda, a look of pure hate 
flooded her face. She wanted to voice her enmity, but 
knew that Flying Hawk would berate her for doing 
so, so she simply brushed past Lynda and followed 
the Medicine Woman outside. 

Lynda waited apprehensively for Flying Hawk's 
words. Although she longed to apologize, she 
decided she should allow him the right to speak first. 

Holding her silence, she studied him intently. His 
shoulder had been wrapped, and except for looking 
a little pale, he seemed to be all right. When, 
suddenly, he smiled tenderly, Lynda was taken 
aback. She had thought he would be angry. 

He patted the side of his bed. “Come, beautiful 
one, and sit beside me.”’ 

Complying, she moved over and sat down. Her 
eyes looked questioningly into his as she waited for 
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him to speak again. 

“I have told Kicking Buffalo that you are not to be 
harmed.” 

Touched by this man’s kindness, tears clouded her 
eyes. “Flying Hawk, please forgive me! I'm so sorry!” 
she pleaded. 

“I know why you tried to kill me, and you have no 
reason to apologize. Beautiful one, you were very 

ye." 
“No, I wasn’t brave!” she argued. “I was a 
malicious, conniving, embittered woman!” Her sobs 
burst forth, and covering her face with her hands, she 
cried in agony, “My God, I actually tried to kill 
another human being! I can hardly believe that I 
committed such an evil act!” 

Despite the pain it cost him, Flying Hawk rose up 
and drew her carefully against him. His uninjured 
arm went about her waist, holding her close. “Do not 
cry, beautiful one.” 

“But, Flying Hawk!" she sobbed, “I’m so sorry! I 
know now that you're innocent, and surely you must 
realize that my tears are sincere.” 

He moved her so that he could gaze into her eyes. 
“Surely you must realize that I do not want your 
tears. I want your love.” 

“My love?” Lynda questioned with surprise. “Fly- 
ing Hawk, are you telling me that you want me to be 
your... your woman?”’ 

“I want you to be my wife,” he answered earnestly. 
“TI love you and do not want to lose you.” 

“But you're already married!" she exclaimed. 

“It is customary for a Sioux warrior to have more 
than one wife.” He didn’t give her a chance to reply, 
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for his lips were suddenly on hers, kissing her with a 
demanding urgency. 

Although Flying Hawk was arousing Lynda’s 
deepest passion, she nonetheless extricated herself 
from his embrace. “Flying Hawk,” she began, trying 
to recover a semblance of composure. ‘It might be 
customary for a Sioux man to have more than one 
wife, but it’s not customary in my way of life. I could 
never share my husband with another woman. 
Furthermore, even if you weren't already married, I 
would still refuse your proposal. I could never adjust 
to your world.” 

He smiled broadly. “You speak words that are 
more calm than your heart.” 

“Perhaps,” she acquiesced. “But regardless of the 
way in which they were spoken, they are very true.” 

Sadly, he asked, “Is this goodbye, beautiful one?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. “T'll be leaving in the 
morning.” 

“I will always remember you.” 

“And I shall never forget you, Flying Hawk,” she 
swore sincerely. 

He reached for her, and she leaned against his chest 
and offered him her lips willingly—almost eagerly. 

Her desire to make love to this handsome, 
irresistible warrior was fervently aroused. Fighting 
against her feelings, she severed their heated kiss and 
attempted to rise, but his hand quickly grasped hers. 

Sliding her hand beneath the blanket that had been 
draped over him, he placed her palm against his solid 
hardness. “Feel what kissing you does to me.” 

He was naked under the blanket and her fingers 
wrapped themselves about his manhood as though 
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they had a will of their own. His hard response 
thrilled Lynda, and as she began to caress him, she 
marveled at the way in which he grew even more 
erect. 

“Oh beautiful one,” he moaned huskily, throwing 
off the cover. ‘‘See what you do to me.” 

As she gazed at his superb maleness, she longed to 
love him fully. It would be her goodbye gift to him— 
a passionate union they would share for the last time. 

Reaching up under her dress, Lynda hastily 
removed her pantalets. Then, as she placed the 
garment to the side, she bent her head and took him 
into her mouth. 

Lying back, Flying Hawk gave in to the glorious 
sensations sweeping through him. The warmth of 
her mouth and the light flickering of her tongue 
aroused him to a point of rapturous excitement. 
Forgotten was the pain in his wounded shoulder. He 
was conscious of nothing except the erotic pleasures 
Lynda was bestowing upon him. 

Lynda was so engulfed in giving him such 
wonderful enjoyment that she was oblivious to 
anything else. The two lovers were in a world all 
their own. 

Slowly, her lips moved over his flat stomach and 
muscular chest before claiming his mouth with 
heated intensity. Then, as she lifted her long skirt 
and straddled him, he placed his hands on her waist 
and guided her onto his stiff erection. 

Lynda moaned with desire as she came down on 


him, his full length filling her with ecstasy. She was | 


by nature a passionate woman, and she took great 
pleasure in the feel of him deep inside her. She rode 
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him without restraint, his grip on her waist urging 
her onward. Leaning forward, she rested her hands 
on either side of his shoulders and kissed him 
ardently. Then, as she plunged upon his manhood, 
his hardness dipped even farther into her womanly 
depths. Her thrusting hips sent Flying Hawk's blood 
surging, and he arched beneath her with an aggres- 
sion equal to hers. 

Their blinding release came to them in unison. 
They held tightly to each other as their bodies 
trembled with exploding completion. 

Lynda pressed her lips to Flying Hawk's and 
kissed him endearingly, but before he could attempt 
to dissuade her, she left his bed and slipped on her 
undergarment. 

It was difficult for Flying Hawk to let her go so 
easily. A part of him longed to plead with her to stay 
and become his wife. However, he understood her 
objections and respected her beliefs. Their love was 
not meant to be and nothing on the face of this earth 
could change that. Their paths had crossed, they had 
shared a very special love, but now their destinies 
would take them in separate directions. 

“Beautiful one, I will always love you,” he 
murmured. 

Lynda wasn’t sure if she loved Flying Hawk or was 
merely infatuated with him. She supposed, in this 
case, that the two emotions were one and the same. 

“Goodbye, Flying Hawk, I'll always remember 
you with love.”’ She could think of nothing else to 
say, and turning away from Flying Hawk's loving 
gaze, she hastened out of his life. 
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Chaplex. Thirteen 


David and Justin had waited for Lynda to leave 
Flying Hawk's tepee, and when she stepped outside, 
Smith told her that he'd take her back to the wagon. 
As the pair departed, David pushed aside the tepee’s 
leather flaps and entered. Going to his blood 
brother's bed, he sat down and asked, “How are you 
feeling?” 

He winced, for now that his passionate meeting 
with Lynda was over, his aching shoulder made him 
painfully aware that his ardent union had increased 
his discomfort. “I'm fine,” he told David, the pain on 
his face belying his words. 

Blood was seeping through Flying Hawk's 
bandage, and noticing this, David remarked, “When 
the Medicine Woman sees that blood, she’s going to 
know that you've been using your arm. She's gonna 
give you hell for opening up your wound.” 

Meeting David's knowing gaze, Flying Hawk 
smiled. ‘Yes, she will raise a fuss, and my shoulder 
throbs with pain, but Lynda Meyers is well worth 


the repercussions.” 

Arching a brow, David said lightly, “Speaking of 
Mrs. Meyers, I thought you said that a woman 
couldn't outsmart you.” 

Flying Hawk groaned. “Bear Fighter, I have a 
feeling that you will never let me forget my blunder. I 
was so blinded by the white woman's beauty that I 
could not see the danger.” 

David laughed. “Don’t feel so bad, Flying Hawk. 
You aren't the first man and won't be the last to fall 
prey to a woman.” 

A look of deep admiration shone in the warrior’s 
eyes. “Lynda Meyers is a very brave woman.” 

“Brave?” his friend questioned skeptically. “Vin- 
dictive might be a better term.” 

“You are angry?” Flying Hawk queried. 

“I suppose in a way I am,” he admitted. Then he 
added testily, “Damn, she could've killed you!” 

Flying Hawk didn’t try to reason with him for he 
knew it would be useless to do so. In Flying Hawk's 
estimation, Lynda’s act of violence was a sign of 
bravery, whereas in David's opinion it had merely 
been vindictive. Although the two men loved each 
other as brothers, their different cultures had often 
caused them not to see eye to eye on certain matters. 

David decided to change the subject. “After I take 
Kara back to the wagon, I plan to talk to Diego and 
tell him to meet us at the abandoned cabin at the foot 
of the Hills. Since it'll take several days for me to 
escort the ladies back to the fort and meet with 
RAPS Wilkinson, you should have ample time to 
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Mexicans at the cabin.” 

Spotted Fawn's sudden entrance brought their 
discussion to a halt. “Bear Fighter,’’ she began, ‘Iron 
Kettle has sent word that you are to come for 
Morning Star.” 

Standing, David looked down at Flying Hawk and 
remarked, ‘I plan to pull out in the morning, but I'll 
stop by and see you again before I leave,’’ Turning to 
Spotted Fawn, he smiled warmly, embraced her, and 
murmured, ‘Take good care of him.” 

“I will,” she replied, returning his hug with 
fondness. 

David headed quickly toward Iron Kettle’s tepee, 
and as he drew closer, he saw Kara waiting outside for 
him. When he reached her, he took her hand and 
began leading them in the direction of the wagon. 
“Did you enjoy your visit with Iron Kettle?” 

He looked at her and was a little surprised to see 
there was a reverent glow in her dark eyes. 

“Yes!"’ she said with enthusiasm. “I enjoyed my 
visit very much.” Her hand in his tightened with 
excitement as she raced on. ‘‘At first I was frightened, 
and Iron Kettle is so terribly old that I could barely 
stand to look at him. But when he spoke, his voice 
was so kind that I felt at ease. Soon, I was no longer 
afraid, and his age didn’t seem so awful. He talked to 
me about my real mother and even told me how she 
was as a child. It’s strange, you know, but I never 
thought much about my natural mother. I love my 
adopted mother so much that I always wished I was 
truly her daughter, I never wanted to think about the 
woman who gave birth to me. If it hadn't been for 
this visit to Iron Kettle, I suppose I'd gone a lifetime 
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ignoring my real mother. Not knowing about her 
would have been my loss. She was a very wonderful 
and loving woman.” " 

“What else did you and Iron Kettle talk about?” 

“The Sioux,” she answered. “He told me many 
things about my mother’s people. I was really 
impressed. Don’t misunderstand me though, I would 
choose living with my adopted parents over living 
with the Sioux. But I'm now proud of my Sioux 
heritage.” 

“As you well should be,” David replied. “Did Iron 
Kettle tell you about the day his village was 
massacred?” 


Her steps halted. “Yes, he did,"" she murmured. 

Carefully, David inquired, “Do you remember 
being there?” 

“Yes, but not very well.” 

Her eyes were downcast, and placing a hand 
beneath her chin, he tilted her face upward. A trace of 
tears was in her eyes. ““You were only four years old, 
so even if you wanted to remember it in detail, it 
would probably be impossible.” 

A wistful smile crossed her lips. “I would rather 
remember the happy times for the Sioux and not the 
sad.” 

They resumed their steps and David said heartily, 
“Your parents will be happy to learn that your visit 
with Iron Kettle went so well.” 

“David,”’ Kara began tentatively. Their closeness 
had prompted her to use his first name. “I’m going to 
tell you something I've never told anyone.” 

“What's that?” he asked, truly interested. 

“For a long time I've wanted to be a doctor. Does 
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that surprise your” 

“A litde, yes. It's not a woman's profession, and 
you'll meet with a lot of opposition.” 

She lifted her chin stubbornly. “I think it’s about 
time that we women stopped letting you men 
dominate us. Women should be able to seek any 
profession they please, and they should also have the 
right to vote.” 

David laughed good-naturedly. “I imagine that 
someday women will win equal rights, but it'll take 
awhile before they do.” 

“Well, in the meantime, after I become a doctor I 
plan to practice medicine on the Sioux reservations. 
That's the least I can do for my mother’s people. 
While I was visiting with my great-grandfather, I 
began to feel that I was somehow destined to help the 
Sioux.” 

“Kara, I'm impressed,” he said sincerely. “Further- 
more, I have a feeling you'll achieve your goal.” 

She smiled determinedly. “You can bet on it, 
David.” 


The noonday sun shone brilliantly over the quiet 
Mexican hacienda, and seated inside his study, the 
patron listened vaguely to the various sounds 
drifting through the open window. A donkey's 
stubborn braying sounded periodically along with 
the soft neighing of horses, and in the distance an 
infant’s angry cry could be heard. 

The elegant hacienda, representing its owner's 
wealth, was like a village within itself. The married 
vaqueros’ adobe dwellings were located outside the 
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hacienda’s tall, intricately carved walls. The unmar- 
ried men lived in the large bunkhouse situated close 
to the main house. 

Esteban Murillo's home was grand. He owned the 
largest spread in northern Mexico, and, now, as he 
sat behind his desk thoughtfully sipping a glass of 
sherry, keeping his comfortable lifestyle was upper- 
most on his mind. 

As Salvador Leén entered his musings, a deep 
frown came to Esteban’s face. The young man was 
becoming a legend in his own time. Each day he 
seemed to gain more support from the Mexican 
people. When the young Leén had first started 
making a name for himself, Esteban and other rich 
landowners and businessmen hadn't considered him 
a serious threat, but they could no longer ignore his 
popularity for it had grown too widespread. Now, he 
was acquiring gold, and Esteban knew he couldn't 
let the man become wealthy, for with money came 
power. Salvador Leén would not use his riches to 
benefit the aristocrats, he would help the poor. 

Esteban’s frown deepened even more. There was 
no doubt in his mind that Salvador Leén’s intentions 
were to use his newly acquired gold for political 
purposes. Esteban was also certain that he wouldn't 
back General Porfirio Diaz, the man the aristocrats 
wanted for president. Under Diaz, there would be 

much economic progress, which undoubtedly would 
benefit the wealthy landowners and businessmen. 

A cold, calculating smile curled Esteban’s lips. 
The time had come to destroy Salvador Leén, which 
could be done with relative ease. However, the young 

man had gold hidden somewhere. Esteban was not 
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about to order Leén’s execution before first learning 
the gold’s location. 

Finishing his sherry, Esteban rose from his chair, 
stepped to the window, and gazed outside. The study 
faced the rear of the house, and in the distance he 
could make out the family burial grounds. His gaze 
became fixed on three headstones placed side by side. 
Three sons! God had blessed him with three sons, 
then had taken them one by one in their infancy. 
Slowly, he turned his vision to a larger headstone, 
which was placed across from the others. It was 
newer than the three smaller markers and belonged 
to his wife, who had died six months ago. As he 
continued to stare at the marble stone, he wondered if 
he should marry-a second time and make the attempt 
to start all over again. Perhaps this time he could 
have sons who would live to reach manhood. Esteban 
sighed dejectedly and turned away from the window. 
At the age of fifty-five, he considered himself too old 
to start a family. He had made his nephew his sole 
heir, and after his death, his wealth and property 
would belong to his own flesh and blood: a Murillo. 

As Esteban moved back to sit behind his desk, his 
thoughts were on his nephew, Ricardo Murillo. The 
young man was a constant disappointment to his 
uncle. Ricardo seemed to have no interest in 
managing the hacienda, but was more involved with 
carousing, gambling, and chasing women. Well, 
Esteban told himself, although unconvincingly, 
Ricardo is still young. Soon he will tire of sowing his 
wild oats, settle down, and accept his responsi- 
bilities. 

Soft knocks sounded on the closed door. Esteban 
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looked at the man who had been sitting silently on 
the sofa, watching the patron's every move. “Open 
the door,” Esteban told him. 

The man complied quickly. A young, strikingly 
beautiful woman entered the room, and Esteban rose 
to his feet. 

He watched her intently as she moved gracefully 
across the room to come and stand at his desk. He had 
never seen a woman more lovely. He had known 
women who were more voluptuous, more seductively 
beautiful, but this woman's virginal beauty sur- 
passed them all. Her delicately rounded frame was so 
petite that upon first sight, a man wanted to protect 
her, for she seemed too small to take care of herself. 
Her dark brown eyes, which were almost too large for 
her oval face, reflected an innocence that was 
captivating. She parted her hair in the middle, and 
wore shiny black tresses so long that they fell past her 
hips. Her small, slightly turned up nose and sultry 
lips set off her beauty to perfection. 

“Lorita,”” Esteban said, gesturing to the chair 
across from him, “‘sit down please.’’ He also sat down 
and continued, ‘‘I suppose you are wondering why I 
sent for you.” 

“Si, patron,” she answered, her voice naturally soft 
and soothingly pleasant. 

He nodded toward the man who had admitted her. 
“This is Benito Torréja. Have you seen him here 
before?” 

“Si, but I have never talked to him.” 

Picking up the decanter, Esteban poured two 
glasses of sherry, handed one to Lorita and kept the 
other for himself. Leaning back in his chair, he 
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sipped on his sherry as his gaze wandered blankly 
over the room, which had been decorated to suit a 
man's taste. The dark mahogany furniture consisted 
of large pieces, and the sofa and chairs were 
upholstered in black velvet. The white painted walls, 
the red carpet, and the matching drapes brought life 
and color to what would otherwise have been a 
lackluster room. 

Despite Lorita’s anxiety, she waited patiently for 
the patron to explain why he had wanted to see her. 
She hoped it had something to do with Salvador 
Leén, but she knew she shouldn't let her hopes soar 
too high, for more than likely her expectations 
would be dashed. Taking a sip of her sherry, she 
surreptitiously studied the patron over the rim of her 
glass. He was noticeably handsome, and his black 
hair and beard, streaked with gray, gave him a look of 
distinction. 

Esteban’s eyes came to rest on Lorita. Lowering 
her glass, she met his gaze. 

“Tell me why you hate Salvador Leon,” he ordered 
evenly. 

“T have already told you why,” she replied calmly, 
although her heart was quickly picking up speed. 
Salvador! Had her patience finally paid off? Had 
Esteban decided to let her help bring the man to 
justice? 

“I know you have already told me why you hate 
him, but I want Benito to hear what you have to say.” 

Uncertainly, Lorita cast a glance in Benito’s 
direction. 

“You can feel free to talk in front of him," Esteban 
assured her. 
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“It has been almost a year now since my mother 
died. I was living in a convent when she took 
seriously ill. I was a novice. I hadn't taken my final 
vows. When I learned that she was dying I went home 
to be with her. She passed away shortly after I 
returned home. I decided to stay on a few more days 
and visit with my papa and sister. One day, when 
papa was in town, my sister Maria and I filled up the 
large bath tub. We bathed together, for although 
there was a well, water was very scarce and could not 
be wasted. 
“While we were bathing, we heard horses coming 
toward our home. Maria left the tub, looked out the 
window, then ran back to the tub, drew me out, and 
told me to hide in the. bedroom. She said that three 
men were dismounting beside our well, and they 
looked liked bandinos. Maria was five years older 
than me, and as a child I had always obeyed her, sol 
did as she said without question. I hurried into the 
bedroom and hid myself behind a curtain, Although 
I couldn’t see what was happening, I heard what was 
_ taking place. Two of the men came into the house 
and apparently caught Maria before she could put on 

her clothes, because they made remarks about her 

nudity. I then heard the man outside call to his 

comrades. He called them Carlos and Pedro. Soon 
_ they answered him, and they called him Salvador. 
_ They said, “We are coming out, Salvador, and we 
_ have a surprise for youl” I knew I couldn't stay 
hidden in the bedroom and not try to help my sister, 
so I stepped out from behind the curtain, and as I was 
_ hurrying across the bare floor, I slipped because my 
_ feet were still wet from my bath. When I fell, my head 


hit against the dresser. I was knocked unconscious. 
Later when I came to, I could hear soldiers 
dismounting in front of the house. They stop often at 
our well to water their horses. At first my vision was 
blurred and I was very dizzy. Then as I began to 
recover, I saw Maria’s body lying in the doorway. She 
had been stabbed. I started screaming and the soldiers 
rushed inside. I told them what had happened, and 
they said that Salvador Leén and his two comrades 
Pedro and Carlos had been seen that morning in La 
Gruta. At that time, I knew nothing about Salvador 
Leén.” Lorita paused for a long moment, then added 
bitterly, “But now I know all about him.” 

Esteban motioned for Benito to stand beside the 
desk, then spoke to him. “Lorita didn’t return to the 
convent to take her final vows." 

Benito, a young attractive man, looked at the 
woman and asked, “Why did you choose not to 
return, sefiorita?”’ 

“God does not need cowards to do his work, sefior, 
and I was a coward to run in the bedroom and hide. If 
I had faced those three men alongside my sister, 
maybe she would not have died. I believe that they 
found me in the bedroom and my sister was killed 
while trying to protect me. They must have heard the 
soldiers arriving and had to leave before they could 
do further harm.” 

“Lorita,"’ Esteban explained to Benito, “came to 
me shortly after her sister was killed. She learned that 

I plan to rid this country of Salvador and offered me 
her services. I told her that as badly as I'd like to see 
Salvador brought to justice, I was not desperate 
enough to use a woman to achieve my purpose. 
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However, I did give her employment as my house- 
keeper's assistant and promised her that if I should 
change my mind about using a woman, I would 
choose her.” He turned his eyes to Lorita. “Now, that 
time has come. I need your help, sefiorita.”’ 

“I am more than willing to help,” she said 
unhesitantly. 

“Benito is one of Salvador’s men, but he works for 
me. Although Salvador seems to like Benito well 
enough, he has not taken him into his confidence. 
Salvador is getting gold from somewhere and is 
keeping it hidden. Your job, Lorita, is to win 
Salvador’s love and faith. He must trust you so 
implicitly that he'll tell you where he hides his gold. 
When you learn where it’s kept, you'll tell Benito, 
and he'll contact me.” 

Lorita was puzzled. “Gold? Why are you so 
interested in his gold? I thought you wanted to see 
him brought to justice.” 

“I do,” he answered at once. “But his gold must be 
confiscated. Although Salvador is a gentleman of 
sorts, most of his cohorts are no better than outlaws. 
When Salvador is arrested, his men will get all the 
gold. Why should they have so much wealth? No, 
sefiorita, I will take the gold and make a gift of it to 
the Church.” Esteban had no intentions of handing 
over so much wealth to the Church. He would donate 
a small part but keep the rest for himself. Although 
he was a man of wealth, the bulk of his riches was tied 
up in his land. Ready cash was not that plentiful. 

Believing him without question, Lorita said ad- 
miringly, “Patron, you are a good man to remem- 
ber the Church.” 
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Crossing his arms on the desk, he leaned forward 
and looked closely at Lorita. “Are you sure that you 
want to become involved?” 

“Si, Lam," she replied. 

“Are you fully aware of what this will mean? You 
will have to become very close to Salvador to win his 
love and trust.” 

“IT understand,” she murmured. 

“Lorita, forgive me for asking, but you are still a 
virgin. Si?” 

A blush reddened her cheeks as she lowered her 
eyes. “Si, I am.” Slowly, she raised her eyes back to 
his. “If Salvador is the kind of man I think he is, he 
will be more apt to fall in love with a virgin. He will 
want a woman no other man has had.” 

“But are you willing to give yourself to him?” 

“Si, if that is the only way my sister’s murderer can 
be brought to justice.” 

He was satisfied with her answer. “Very well, 
Lorita. Now, it's time for the three of us to get down 
to business. Benito, pull up a chair. We have a lot to 
discuss.” 

Lorita emptied her glass, then placed it on the 
desk. Maria, she thought intensely, soon the man 
who killed you will pay for his crime! I will see to it 
personally! 
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Chapler Fourteen 


To Julianne, Fort Laramie was a welcome sight, 
for she had found the return journey depressing. 
David had seemed to go out of his way to avoid her, 
and to make matters worse, Justin had spent most of 
his waking hours nipping at his bottle of whiskey. 
For some unknown reason, Lynda had been with- 
drawn and moody. On the morning of their 
departure, Iron Kettle had passed away in his sleep 
and his death had saddened Kara. Her melancholy 
had stayed with her throughout the trip back to the 
fort. 

As the travelers entered the military post, Julianne 
and Kara were sitting on the wagon seat with Justin. 
Lynda was riding in the back. David, on his 
Appaloosa, brought up the rear, his dog trotting at 

Suddenly Kara tensed, and sitting rigidly, she 
pointed toward Captain Wilkinson's quarters. 
“Look!” she exclaimed. “Papa's here!" 

Congressman Landon and the captain were stand- 


193 


ing outside, waiting to greet them. 

“Mama must've had the baby!” Kara said ex- 
citedly, squirming, anxious for the wagon to stop so 
she could embrace her father. 

Reaching the captain's office, Justin pulled the 
team to a stop, jumped to the ground, and reached up 
to lift Kara from the seat. 

Kara flung herself into her father’s outstretched 
arms, hugging him eagerly. ‘Papa! I’m so glad to see 
you! I've missed you and Mama so much!” 

Holding her close, he answered, “We missed you 
too, honey. Your mother has been worried about you. 
That's why I'm here. She insisted that I come and 
escort you safely back home.” 

“Did Mama have the baby?” she asked anxiously. 

“Yes, she did. You have a brother.” 

Kara gleamed. “I can hardly wait to see him!” 

Releasing his daughter, Blade Landon turned to 
Justin, and a deep fondness came to his eyes as he 
regarded his good friend. “Justin, it’s great to see you 
again." 

Justin stepped forward and the two men embraced 
affectionately. Clasping his large hands on Blade's 
shoulders, Justin studied him fora moment. Landon 
was an attractive man. His fawn-colored jacket and 
tan trousers fit his tall, muscular frame faultlessly, 
and his well-groomed moustache enhanced his 
handsome features. 

“You're lookin’ good,” Justin remarked. “Con- 
gratulations on your son. I know how long you and 
Suzanne have been hopin’ for a child of your own.” 

Before Blade could reply, Justin wheeled about 
and assisted Julianne down, then went to the back of 
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Landon greeted the ladies, and following the 
amenities, he announced, “I plan to visit my friend 
Chuck Lansing for a few days, you are both welcome 
to join me. However, if you're anxious to return 
home, there’s a stage due day after tomorrow.” 

David had dismounted and was standing a little off 
to the side. Julianne turned and looked at him witha 
note of pleading in her blue eyes. She was annoyed 
with herself, for she couldn't help but hope he'd ask 
her not to leave. His gaze met hers, and she tried 
desperately to read his thoughts, but his expression 


“was indiscernible. 


“Mr. Landon,’’ Lynda was saying, “I appreciate 
your invitation, but I prefer to leave for home as soon 
as possible.” 

Turning away from David's blank gaze, Julianne 
said listlessly, ‘I also thank you, Mr. Landon, but I'll 
leave with Lynda.” 

David moved over to his horse, and the captain 
asked, ‘Where are you going?” 

“To the stables,” he replied. 

“As soon as you finish stabling your horse, come to 
my office,” Captain Wilkinson ordered. 

Mounting, David assured him that he would, then 
as he rode in the direction of the stables, Julianne’s 
eyes followed him. She wondered how long it would 
take her to get over David Hunter. She sighed 
dejectedly; she had a feeling this ache in her heart 
would be with her for a very long time. 


David, smoking a cheroot, sat in the chair across 
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from the captain’s desk. He sat leisurely, his long legs . 
stretched out in front of him, his hat resting on his 
lap. Spot lay close to his master, and although his 
head rested between his front paws, he was wide 
awake, ears perked..: 

David had given the officer the information he had 
gathered, and he now listened attentively as Captain 
Wilkinson issued last-minute instructions in even 
tones. When, all at once, the Captain hesitated as 
though he were suddenly uncertain, David'scuriosity 
was piqued. 

Stammering, Captain Wilkinson continued, 
“David, if you find out that the man selling the guns 
isn’t a bandit, but a political figure, or is involved in 
a revolution, I want you to terminate your mission 
and get out of Mexico as quickly as possible.” 

David's smile was flippant. ‘“You make it sound 
awful easy. What am I supposed to do? Tell the man I 
changed my mind about taking him to the gold, bid 
him a pleasant good day, then ride out?” 

“Don't be impertinent!" the officer grumbled. 

“Then don’t talk to me like I'm one of your 
soldiers who has to unquestioningly obey your 
orders. Why does the army want me to pull out if this 
man is influential?” 

“Because we have enough to contend with in our 
own country without becoming even indirectly 
involved in Mexico’s problems. If this man is mixed 
up in politics, all I want you to do is bring me his 
name. The army will then contact the Mexican 
government and insist that they stop him from 
selling guns to the Sioux. It will be handled 
diplomatically.” 
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“But if he’s nothing more than an outlaw, then his 
arrest won't stir up a hornet’s nest. Right?” 

“No one cares what happens to a common bandit. 
The army prefers to put a stop to the gun selling 
quietly and discreetly.” 

David nodded. “I understand, captain. Com- 
pletely." He got to his feet. “I'll leave in the 
morning.” 

Captain Wilkinson got up from his chair, reached 
across the desk, and offered David his hand. 

David accepted his handshake. 

“Good luck,” the officer said firmly. 

“Thanks,”” David replied. Then he turned, and 
without further words, walked outside with Spot 
trailing at his heels. 

Stepping through the doorway, David wasn't 
surprised to find Justin waiting for him. The man 
was leaning against the hitching rail. Joining him, 
David dropped his cheroot and smashed it with his 
boot. 

“Well?” Justin asked flatly. 

“Well, what?” 

“Don't parry with me, dammit! Did you and the 
captain get everything worked out?”’ 

“Yeah, and I'll be leaving in the morning. I want 
you to take Spot to the ranch with you.” 

“All right,” he agreed, knowing full well that he 
wouldn't be returning home. He planned to follow 
David all the way into Mexico. He was uneasy about 
this assignment David was about to undertake and 
had decided to keep an eye on his young friend. 

Smiling, David asked, ‘“‘Are you hungry?” 

“T reckon,” Justin drawled. 
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“Let's go to the hotel and get some dinner.” 
Complying, Justin fell into stride beside David. 


Julianne and Lynda were dining with Kara and 
her father when David and Justin entered the room. 

Noticing his friends, Landon beckoned, and as 
they approached his table, the Congressman asked if 
they'd like to join them. 

Justin was about to accept Blade's offer, but before 
he could do so, David declined, ‘“Thanks, but Justin 
and I have a few things we need to discuss. Since I'll 
be leaving early in the morning, this is the best time 
for us to talk.” 

Julianne, pretending indifference to David's 
presence, had kept her eyes turned away from him; 
but now, as her eyes darted to his face, she exclaimed, 
“You're leaving?’ She could've bitten off her 
tongue! Would she never learn to hide her emotions? 
Why must she always voice her feelings? 

Julianne was fetching in her dinner dress of pearl- 
colored silk trimmed with black lace. Her auburn 
tresses were pulled away from her heart-shaped face, 
and a waterfall of shiny curls cascaded down the back 
of her neck. 

David was too enthralled with her beauty to 
respond immediately to her question; and Julianne, 
enraptured, was returning his scrutiny. He was 
wearing his customary buckskins, and the soft 
clothes fit his handsome frame so perfectly that they 
seemed to be a part of him. His gun belt, strapped 
about his hips, emphasized his narrow waist and 
long, muscular legs. He carried his old, weather- 
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worn hat, and his curly, sable-brown hair, free of its 
usual restriction, freed the unruly lock to fall 
haphazardly across his forehead. 

“Yes, ma’am,” David finally replied. “I'll be 
leaving at dawn.” He tore his eyes away from 
Julianne and acknowledged Congressman Landon. 
“Tf you'll excuse us?” 

Through a tearful blur, Julianne watched David 
and Justin amble to their own table. The realization 
that after tonight she might never see David again cut 
painfully into her heart. She had an overwhelming 
urge to leave her dinner companions, rush to her 
* room, fall across her bed, and cry until she ran out of 
tears. Despite her sorrow, Julianne’s determination 
held firm, and she drew strength from this pride 
within her. Now, dry-eyed, she sipped on her glass of 
wine. As Congressman Landon elaborated on his 
infant son, Julianne vaguely listened to him, for she 
couldn’t shake David from her thoughts. However, 
she was no longer thinking of him as a lost love. 
Quite the contrary, she was doing an excellent job of 
convincing herself that she was not in love with 
David, she was merely infatuated with him—an 
infatuation that was quickly waning. She supposed 
she had initially found him attractive because he was 
so different from the suitors she'd had back home. 
There was a wildness about him that she had thought 
to be intriguing, but thank goodness she was now 
finding him less interesting. There was no romantic 
mystery surrounding David Hunter; he was simply 
as untamed as this land he loved. 

As Julianne continued to analyze David, her 
thoughts grew heated. Also, she mused angrily, he’s a 
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rude, unfeeling, black-hearted scoundrel! She lifted 
her chin proudly. She was pleased with herself, for 
she had successfully examined David Hunter's 
qualities and had found him lacking. Now that she 
could see him as he truly was, getting over him would 
be quick and easy. Furthermore, because of him, she 
had been denied the opportunity to write about the 
Sioux, and for this she’d always despise him! He was 
an arrogant, despicable devil! If she never saw him 
again, it would be too soon! 

Now, fully bolstered, she ate her meal and joined 
in the conversation at the table, and when dessert was 
served, she did justice to a large piece of apple pie. 

The waiter was pouring coffee when David and 
Justin, having finished their repast, returned to the 
Congressman’s table. 

“Julianne?” David said softly. 

She looked at him with total indifference. ‘‘Yes?” 

“Will you take a walk with me, please?”’ 

His invitation was unexpected and caught her off 

.“A...a walk?” she stammered. 

“It’s important that I talk to you before I leave." 

“Well, in that case, I suppose we can take a short 
stroll.” Her tone was laced with arrogance. 

Stepping to the back of her chair, David pulled it 
out, and as she got to her feet, he offered her his arm. 
She accepted, her hand touching him with feather- 
light softness. 

Smiling inwardly, he placed his hand over hers, 
pressing her palm snugly against the crook of his 
arm. He escorted her from the dining room, through 
the lobby and outside. 

Landon had watched the couple's departure. 
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Turning to Justin, who was now occupying Juli- 
anne’s chair, he asked, “‘Are those two romantically 
involved?” 

Justin wasn’t free to discuss David's military 
assignment, which he suspected was David's reason 
for postponing an involvement with Julianne. He 
looked at the Congressman, and pretending he knew 
nothing about a developing romance, he mumbled, 
“J don’t know if anything is goin’ on between ’em or 
not.” 


~ Night had fallen while they had been dining, and 
golden moon beams slanted across the military post 
as David and Julianne walked away from the hotel. 

David intentionally kept their conversation con- 
ventional as he guided their steps in the direction of 
an isolated cabin. When the small log dwelling came 
within Julianne’s view, she asked curiously, “Who 
lives there?”’ 

“When Justin still worked for the army, this was 
his home. He shared it with his wife and daughter. 
No one has lived there since . . .” His voice trailed 
away. 

“Since Molly and Rebecca died?” she queried. 

| David nodded affirmatively. Taking her hand into 
his, he led her to the cabin and the porch steps. He 
encouraged her to sit on the top step beside him. 
David draped an arm about her shoulders, but she 
_ threw off his touch and moved as far away as the step 
| allowed. How dare he be so familiar! On their return 
journey from the Hills, he had treated her imper- 
 sonally for the entire duration and now he actually 
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had the gall to think she'd welcome his embrace! Oh 7 


the man was insufferable! 

He read her thoughts easily. “Julianne, I know 
you're angry with me, and I don’t blame you.” 

“Angry?” she questioned coolly. “Don't flatter 
yourself, David Hunter. What I feel for you is total 
indifference.” 

“I didn’t bring you here so we could bicker,” he 
said impatiently. “I know you're upset, and that’s 
why I wanted to talk to you alone.” 

“Very well,” she conceded. ‘Talk. I'm listening.” 

He moved closer. Her face was turned away, and 
reaching over, he placed his hand under her chin and 
turned her eyes to his. He had put on his hat when 
they left the hotel. The wide brim shaded his eyes, 
concealing their expression, and Julianne was not in 
tune with his mood. Suddenly he declared, “Juli- 
anne, I'm in love with you.” 

Shocked speechless, she could only gape at him. 

“I swear that it’s true,” he continued. “‘I love you 
with all my heart.” 

Finding her voice, she choked out, “If you love me, 
then why are you leaving me?" 

“I can't explain but...” 

Interrupting, she exclaimed testily, “David, I'm 
sick of you telling me that you can’t explain! That's 
only an excuse, and I'm sick and tired of hearing it!" 

She bounded to her feet, intending to flee back to 
the hotel, but David quickly grabbed her about the 
waist and drew her down onto his lap. Imprisoning 
her against his chest, he said emphatically, “Dammit, 
Julianne! You're gonna listen to me!"’ She offered no 
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resistance, although angry sparks flashed in her eyes. 
“For reasons I can’t go into, at present I’m not free to 
ask you to stay here and marry me. There’s something 
I must do, and it’s highly dangerous. I could be 
killed, and that’s why I can’t promise you that some- 
day we'll be married. But if I come through this alive, 
then I'll come to Washington to ask you to be my 
wife, and I hope that you'll say yes.” 

The anger had gone out of her eyes. “‘You could be 
killed?” she whispered fearfully. Although his ex- 
planation and expression of love had reached her 
consciousness, the possibility that he might die was 
foremost in her mind. 

He relaxed his hold on her, but she remained in his 
lap. “I promise that when I visit you in Washington, 
I'll explain everything.” 

She decided to let the matter rest for now. “David, 
if you love me, then why have you been treating me so 
impersonally?” 

“T thought it best . . . considering.” 

“Considering what?” 

“That I’m not free to marry you.” 

“This dangerous thing you must do, apparently 
you're very committed to it.”’ 

He emitted a deep sigh. “Honey, let's not talk 
about that. Someday, you'll understand everything.” 

She looked at him intensely. “If you live to tell me 
about it.” 

He drew her against his chest, then placing his 
cheek next to hers, he whispered, “This is our last 
night together, let's not spend it talking about what 
I plan to do, let’s spend it talking about us and 
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our love.” 

Julianne longed desperately to believe that he truly 
loved her, but she couldn't help but be suspicious. 
Was his sudden declaration of love simply a ploy to 
weaken her defenses? Did he now expect her to fall in 
his arms and surrender to his advances? 

When his lips sought hers in a demanding kiss, her 
suspicions strengthened. Was he making a fool of 
her? As his kiss began to rob her of her senses, she was 
afraid she'd submit and once again leave herself 
vulnerable. Mustering all of her willpower, she 
pushed out of his arms and tried to leave his lap, but 
he deterred her. 

“What's wrong?” he asked pressingly. 

She was hesitant to answer. 

“Tell mel” he insisted. 

“David,"’ she began uncertainly, “I ...I'm not 
sure that I believe you honestly love me.” 

He laughed tersely; it wasn't an amused chuckle, 
but an angry one. ‘‘For the first time in my life, I told 
a woman that I love her, and she doesn't believe me.”’ 

“T'm sorry,’’ she said quickly. “But, David, surely 
you can understand why I don’t trust you.” 

Cradling her in his arms, he stood, whirled about, 
and carried her across the porch into the cabin. It was 
a two-room structure. Inside, a large bed was placed 
against the far wall. Slamming the door closed with 
the heel of his boot, David took her to the bed. It was 
stripped except for a quilt placed over the feather 
mattress. He laid her down gently, then removed his 
hat and stretched out beside her. 

When he took her into his arms she didn’t resist. 
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Her better judgment tried to warn her to beware, but 
at this moment, her need for David was more 
powerful than anything else. 

His kisses were passionate and his caresses de- 
manding, stimulating. Having no desire to fight, 
Julianne succumbed, then returned his ardor. 

Suddenly he released her, stood beside the bed, 
reached down, and drew her to her feet. Keeping her 
hand enclosed within his, he led her outside. Pausing 
on the porch, he turned her toward him and, looking 
steadily down into her eyes, said firmly, “Your 
doubting mind thinks I told you that I love you so I 
tould take you to bed. Well, I just had you in bed and 
I didn’t take advantage of you. Now I stand here 
before you with no ulterior motives and still claim to 
love you.” 

Julianne’s smile was filled with happiness. “Oh, 
David!” she cried. “I believe you love me!” She flung 
herself into his arms. ‘I love you too!” 

He embraced her eagerly. “Julianne,” he whis- 
pered huskily. Kissing her tenderly, endearingly, he 
led her to the top step; once again they sat down. 

He held her close, and she snuggled against him. 
“Julianne, I want us to sit here for awhile and talk. I 
mean really talk. I'll tell you about myself; you'll tell 
me about your life. I want us to be friends as well as 
lovers. Then after we've talked, I'll take you back to 
the hotel.” 

“Where you'll tell me goodbye,” she added sadly. 

He made no reply, but the emptiness in his eyes 
confirmed her words. 

“David!” she cried with a sob. “Please take care of 
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yourself and come back to me!” 

His arms tightened about her. “Darlin’, when you _ 
least expect it, you're gonna find me in Washington 
knocking at your front door.” 

She smiled wistfully. “I'll be counting the days.”’ 

As his lips closed in on hers, reviving her passion, 
she was tempted to ask him to take her back into the 
cabin and make love to her, but she didn’t do so. She 
understood what David was trying to prove, that his 
intentions were honorable and he had only her best 
interests at heart. 

His thoughts were coinciding with hers. “On our 
wedding night,’ he said barely above a whisper. 
“Oh Julianne, on our wedding night, I'm going to 
make love to you with all my heart and soul.” 

“David, my darling!” she cried before kissing him 
desperately. Tears had moistened her eyes, and as she 
wiped at them, she confessed, ‘‘A short while ago, at 
the hotel dining room, I managed to convince myself 
that I was merely infatuated with you and didn't love 
you at all.” With a rueful smile, she added, “I don’t 
think I really deceived myself. Deep in my heart, I 
knew that I was in love with you.” She looked at him, 
tears once again filling her eyes. “I'll always love 
you, David Hunter. And every night while we're 
apart I'll pray for that knock on my door.”’ 

“In the morning, I'll send a message to Charles 
Lansing and tell him to inform you if anything 
happens to me.” 

Julianne felt a cold chill run up her spine. What 
would she do if David didn’t come back to her? How 
could she go on without this man she loved so 
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His mouth came down on hers, and as she yielded 
to his closeness, she routed such worries from her 
mind. They would soon be separated and she'd have 
all those lonely days to worry; but now she had him 
in her arms, and she'd cherish this night with 
David—lock it away in her heart and keep it there 
until they were together again. 


Chaplen Fifteen 


Julianne gazed out the stage window, resenting 
each passing mile that took her farther away from 
David. She hadn't seen him now for five days, and so 
far their separation seemed unbearable. She won- 
dered depressingly if it would get easier with time; 
surely this aching in her heart would be less painful 
as she grew more accustomed to their being apart. 
When she arrived home, she'd start making plans for 
her wedding. If she kept busy maybe it would help 
her get through the lonely days and nights until she 
and David were back together. She tried not to think 
about the danger he said he was involved in. The 
possibility that he might be killed was too terrifying 
to even consider. 

Lynda and Julianne were the only two passengers, 
and sitting across from Julianne, Lynda watched her 
closely. She knew that her friend was in love with 
David Hunter and that they planned to be married in 
Washington. She hoped that everything worked out 
for the couple, for she liked them both and wished 
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them the best. As thoughts of Flying Hawk edged 
into her musings, she sighed wistfully, looked away 
from Julianne, and turned her gaze to the window. 
She still wasn’t sure if she was in love with Flying 
Hawk or just infatuated. She supposed what she felt 
for him wasn’t love but a powerful attraction—one 
so strong that it was irresistible. It’s best, she thought, 
that I don’t love him, for I could never learn to adjust 
to his way of life. Furthermore, someday the Sioux 
and the army will probably declare a full-fledged 
war, and even if I were living with Flying Hawk my 
loyalties would lie with the soldiers. My love for 
‘Flying Hawk would inevitably turn to resentment, 
for dear God, how could I possibly live with a man 
who was at war with my own people? The mere 
thought made her shudder. However, learning that 
Flying Hawk hadn't been involved in her husband’s 
murder had eased her conscience, and she was no 
longér plagued with guilt and self-condemnation. 

Julianne leaned her head against the back of the 
seat and closed her eyes. She dreaded the long, 
arduous trip home. Thank goodness the largest part 
of the journey was by train, which was a lot more 
comfortable than traveling by stage. Growing rest- 
less, she fidgeted. They were two days behind 
schedule, for a broken axle had delayed the coach at 
the fort. The blacksmith had told the stage driver that 
the rear left axle also needed to be repaired, but not 
wanting to lose any more time, the driver had decided 
that the extra work wasn’t needed. 

They were now five hours away from Fort Laramie 
and the sun was midway in the cloudless sky. Its hot 
rays shone down relentlessly on the stage. 
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The heat inside the confining coach was grow- 
ing uncomfortable. Julianne’s dark traveling dress 
fastened in front, and she loosened the top buttons. 
The air blowing in through the open windows felt 
refreshing. She welcomed the breeze as it drifted 
across her neck and open bodice. 

“I miss Kara, don’t you?” Lynda asked, turning 
her thoughts away from Flying Hawk. 

Julianne was about to answer when, suddenly, a 
powerful jolt shook the coach, sending her bolting 
from the seat to land heavily against Lynda. As she 
was trying to get her balance and lift herself off the 
other woman, the stage tilted precariously, then 
righted itself and came to a rough stop. Slowly, as if 
in slow motion, the left rear of the stage seemed to 
sink obliquely into the ground, causing the con- 
veyance to tilt at a weird angle. 

The driver and the man riding shotgun jumped 
down from their perch seat and hurried to open the 
stage door. 

“Are you ladies all right?” the driver asked ur- 
gently. 

“Yes... yes, I think so,” Julianne answered, 
disentangling herself from Lynda. The man offered 
her his hand, and taking it, she allowed him to assist 
her from the coach. He then helped Lynda outside. 

When he’d heard that the passengers weren't 
injured, the other man had hurried to check the back 
wheel. Now, returning, he spoke irritably to the 
driver, “You should've listened to the blacksmith.” 

“The axle?” he questioned. 

“Busted all to hell,”’ the man grumbled. 

“Well,” the driver began, “I guess you'd better 
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unharness a horse and ride for help." 

“Do you want me to head back to the fort?” 

An impatient frown creased the driver's brow. 
“No. I don’t want you returnin’ to the fort, it’s five 
hours away. Go to the next relay station. It's only six 
miles ahead.” 

The two men walked to the team and as they 
unharnessed one of the horses the driver said 
anxiously, “Joe, I want you to get to that relay 
station, hitch up a buckboard for the ladies, and get 
back here as fast as you can. We'll take the women 
back to the station, then see about gettin’ that axle 
repaired.” He glanced warily at the vast plains 
surrounding them. “I got an uneasy feelin’ about 
sittin’ out here in the middle of nowhere with two 
women to protect.” 

“Are you worried about Indians?” 

“Partly, but I'm also worried about desperados. 
Our two passengers are good-lookin’ women, and if 
the wrong group of men happened to come along . . . 
Well, I don’t reckon I have to draw you a picture.”’ 

“Nope, you sure don’t,"’ he replied, swinging up 
on the horse’s bare back. ‘“‘Don’t worry. I'll be back 
before you know it.” 

“IT ain’t gonna draw an easy breath until I see you 
returnin’.”’ 

Meanwhile, Julianne and Lynda were sitting in 
the shade of the coach. They were on open ground 
except for a grassy hill looming in the near distance, 
and the stage afforded the only shelter from the 
blazing sun. 

Joining them, the driver placed his rifle at his side, 
then leaned back against the coach. “‘Don’t you ladies 
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worry none. My partner will be back in a jiffy.” 

Julianne eyed him questioningly. “Should we be 
worried? Are we in danger?” 

“Naw, of course not,” he answered quickly, 
wishing he could believe his own words. But he had 
an uneasy feeling and it wouldn't go away; instead, it 
grew worse. 


David and Flying Hawk rode a short distance 
behind the Mexicans. They wanted to talk privately, 
so they had carefully slowed their horses until they 
were bringing up the rear with comfortable space 
between them and the others. 

The riders were approaching a hill. As David and 
Flying Hawk kept their distance, they watched 
without interest as Diego and his compadres crested 
the incline and disappeared from their sight. 

As the Mexicans rode over the hill, they were 
surprised to see a crippled stagecoach stationed close 
by. The men pulled up their horses. 

Making out two women sitting on the ground 
beside the stage, the young man mounted alongside 
Diego exclaimed, ““Women!”’ He sent his horse intoa 
fast gallop and the others followed suit. 

As the group approached, Julianne and Lynda 
rose to their feet, watching the men warily. The 
driver had stepped to the other side of the stage and 
was checking the damaged axle, but hearing ad- 
vancing horses, he rushed back to the women. His 
rifle was still on the ground. Moving quickly, he 
picked it up 

Turning toward the riders, he cocked the gun as a 
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precautionary measure. However, mistaking the 
driver’s intent, the young Mexican riding beside 
Diego drew his pistol and fired. He was an expert 
marksman and the bullet hit its intended target. 
The driver, clutching at his bleeding chest, fell to 
the ground. Kneeling beside him, Julianne watched 
helplessly as the man drew his last breath. 
“Oh my God!” she cried. Although Julianne had 
never fired a weapon, she made a frantic grab for the 
rifle, but just at that moment the Mexicans arrived. 
Pulling up his horse, Diego shouted, “Do not touch 
the gun, sefiorita!”’ 
~ Her gaze darted upward, and seeing that he had his 
pistol aimed at her, she moved away from the rifle 
and stood. Poised close to Lynda, she looked at the 
| man with astonishment. “Diego Ordéfiez!"" she 


ped. 
Lynda turned to Julianne. ‘Do you know this 

| man?” she demanded, incredulous. 
“David's acquainted with him,” she replied and 
| was about to elaborate further when the sounds of 
_ more arriving horses arrested her immediate 
attention. 
] David and Flying Hawk, having heard the shot, 
__ were riding at full speed. The women recognized the 
riders, and both drew in sharp breaths as David and 
_ Flying Hawk brought their mounts to a brusque 

halt. 
| For a fleeting moment, David's eyes met Juli- 
| anne’s. He stared at her with disbelief. Why was she 

on this stage? She and Lynda should’ ve departed Fort 
| Laramie two days ago. Tearing his gaze from hers, he 
| looked at the driver. “Is he dead?"’ David asked no one 
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in particular. 

Diego shrugged. ‘“‘He does not look alive,” he 
mumbled dryly. 

David dismounted, stepped to the driver, and 
finding the man dead, asked harshly, “Who shot 
him?” 

The guilty man spoke up, “I shot him, amigo.” 
Smiling coldly, he added, ‘In self-defense.” 

Julianne had come out of her state of shock. 
“David!” she gasped. ‘Wh... what is going on? 
Why are you and Flying Hawk traveling with these 
men?"’ Tears clouded her eyes as she continued 
desperately, ‘David, for God's sake, tell me why 
you're with these men!" 

Diego chuckled heartily. “Si, amigo, tell the lovely 
sefiorita why we are partners.” 

David cast Diego a cold, warning glance. 

Flying Hawk and the others dismounted, and the 
warrior stepped carefully toward Lynda. Like Juli- 
anne, she couldn’t fathom why Flying Hawk and 
David were riding with these men who were 
undoubtedly outlaws. 

Flying Hawk had believed that he'd never see 
Lynda again, and this unexpected turn of events 
gladdened his heart. The shooting that had taken 
place had made only a mild impression on him. 
Although he wouldn’t have shot the driver without 
good cause, he had little use for whites in general and 
felt little remorse over the man's untimely death. 

“Beautiful one,” he murmured softly, reaching for 
her hand. 

She drew back and inched closer to Julianne. She 
was not about to welcome Flying Hawk until she 
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learned exactly what part he played in this violent act 
that had taken the driver's life. 

Her rejection bothered Flying Hawk, but he 
understood her hesitation. Considerately, he stepped 
away from her and turned to watch Diego, who was 
about to speak. 

His dark eyes flitting from David to Flying Hawk, 
Diego said with concern, “Well, amigos, what 
happens now? If we leave the women alive, they will 

report us to the soldiers."’ His gaze focused on David. 
“T am sure, compadre, that you do not want the army 
_ Jooking for you.”’ He grinned broadly, but the smile 
_ “never reached his eyes. “Also, I know that the red- 
| headed woman is a very good friend of yours. If I kill 
her, you will not take us to the gold. Si?” 
) “If you so much as look like you're gonna harm 
her, I'll kill you,”’ David answered, his tone deadly 
serious. 
| “Then that leaves us no other choice, sefior. The 
/ women come with us.” 
“Nol” David objected. 
Diego looked at him suspiciously. “Amigo, you 
/ would leave the women free to tell the army what has 
happened?” His eyes narrowed shrewdly. ‘‘Maybe, 
sefior, you have not been honest with me. If you do 
not fear the army, then maybe you are working with 

“Don't be ridiculous!’ David uttered quickly, 
hoping he sounded convincing. “I just don’t want us 
to be saddled with two women.” 

“Then we will kill them.” Diego solved the 
dilemma easily and with no emotion. 

David sighed with consternation, conceding to his 
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only alternative. ‘The women go with us,” he said 
with a calmness he certainly didn’t feel. He turned to 
Julianne, his eyes pleading with hers. “I’m sorry,” he 
whi 


“Where are we going?” she asked, unconsciously 
backing away from him. A cold chill prickled the 
back of her neck as she began to suspect that David 
was not the man she thought he was. 

“Mexico,” David answered. 

“Why?” she exclaimed. 

When it appeared that David wasn’t going to 
explain, Diego spoke up. Quickly he told Julianne 
and Lynda about the Confederate gold, the way in 
which David and his expedition had found it, and 
how David had cold-bloodedly killed the soldiers 
accompanying him. He elaborated further, telling 
them the plans that were now underway, smiling 
broadly when he announced that they would soon be 
rich. 


Throughout Diego's story, Julianne had expected 
David to interrupt and deny everything. It couldn't 
be true! David wasn’t capable of shooting down men 
in cold blood! Nor would he steal gold that belonged 
to the government! She waited with bated breath for 
David's firm denial, but when he said nothing, she 
took his silence for an admission. 

She turned on him viciously. “So this is the 
dangerous mission you were telling me about! When 
you came to Washington, how did you intend to 
explain your sudden riches?” He looked away, but 
grabbing his arm, she forced him to face her. “Look 
at me, you murderer! Look me in the eyes and tell me 
why you area traitor not only to the army but also to 
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your friends!” 

Diego and his men were watching closely, and 
David knew he had to be careful. They believed him 
capable of heartless, premeditated murder. He had a 
role to play and couldn't allow his feelings for 
Julianne to show. Pretending callousness, he flung 
off her grip, and, scowling, ordered gruffly, “Shut 
up, dammit! If you keep yappin’, I'm gonna knock 
the hell out of you!” 

Satisfied with David's response, Diego laughed 
heartily. ‘Si, amigo! Your red-headed woman is a 
spitfirel A good beating is what she needs. After- 
wards, she'll thank you. Women like it when their 
men treat them rough.” 

David grinned insolently. “You're right. A good 
beating will put her in her place.” His cold gaze met 
Julianne’s. “If you don’t want to get hurt, you'd 
better do as I tell you.” He whirled sharply toward 
Lynda. “The same goes for you, Mrs. Meyers!'’ He 
shoved Lynda into Flying Hawk's arms, telling the 
warrior grumpily, “Here! You take care of her, and 
I'll tend to Julianne.” 

“Amigos,” Diego began, “if either of you need 
help handling your woman, give her to me.” 
Laughing lewdly, he rubbed his crotch. “Once she 
gets a good dose of this, she will be ready and willing 
to do as I tell her.” 

Both women looked away from the man’s obscene 
gesture. Then, freeing herself from Flying Hawk's 
arms, Lynda moved back to Julianne. Standing side 
by side, they watched as David motioned for the 
warrior to follow him to their horses. The two men 
talked in hushed tones for amoment. Then each took 
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over, and handed the garments to the women. 

Julianne looked blankly at David's clothes. “What 
am I supposed to do with these?” 

“Put them on.” He spoke to Lynda. ‘Mrs. Meyers, 
you're to wear Flying Hawk's clothes. You ladies 
aren't dressed for riding.” 

“We must hurry, amigo,”’ Diego reminded him. 

David roughly shoved the women toward the 
coach. “Go in there and change clothes. And don’t 
take all day about it! We gotta get movin'!” 

Following Lynda into the stage, Julianne cast 
David a look filled with animosity. It hurt David to 
see such bitterness in her eyes, but for now there was 
nothing he could do about it. His primary concern 
was keeping Julianne and Lynda alive and un- 
harmed. 


Changing clothes inside the confining stage was 
difficult. As they managed awkwardly, Lynda and 
Julianne whispered back and forth. They were both 
still too shocked to fully grasp everything that had 
happened. That she had been so completely blind to 
David's true character was more than Julianne’s 
confused mind could accept. She knew eventually 
her shock would wane, and then all this would hit 
her with a dreadful force. 

“Hurry up!” they heard David demand impa- 
tiently. 

Finishing, the women left the stage and stood 
before their captors. They were both dressed in 
buckskin trousers and shirts. The apparel was too 
large, and they had to roll up their pants legs and the 
shirtsleeves. 
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Flying Hawk and David each grabbed their own 


woman and led her to their horses. The men swung 


the women into the saddles, then mounted behind 
them. 

The Appaloosa, resenting an extra rider, fidgeted 
nervously. David spoke soothingly to the horse and it 
settled down. Then his arms went about Julianne as 
he picked up the bridle reins. Her back stiffened, for 
she resented his closeness. 

“Do you hate me?” David whispered. 

She hissed viciously, “You're a traitor and a 
murderer!” 

“But do you hate me?” he persisted. 

“Yes!” she uttered angrily, wishing it were true. 

Diego had been watching the couple, and guiding 
his horse next to David's, he said with deadly 
seriousness, “I think maybe, sefior, I do not trust you. 
I will be keeping a close watch on you.” 

Meeting the man’s steely gaze, David replied 
calmly, “Don’t push me too far, Diego.” He slapped 
the reins against the Appaloosa and the animal took 
off with a start. 

Diego reminded his men to cover their tracks, then 
sending his horse into a fast gallop, he caught up to 
David and Julianne. Purposefully, he kept his 
mount alongside the Appaloosa. 

David wanted to talk privately to Julianne, but the 
Mexican’s close proximity made it impossible for 
him to do so. 


By the time Justin came upon the stagecoach, Joe, 
the man who rode shotgun, had returned. The 
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proprietor of the relay station was with him. They 
were placing the driver's body into the buckboard 
when Justin arrived. He had Spot with him, and as 
Smith dismounted, the dog took an obedient stance 
close to the horse and the pack mule. 

The ex-scout was well-known in these parts, and 
the two men recognized him. 

“What happened?” Justin asked. 

Joe answered, “The stage has a broken axle. Cal 
told me to ride to the relay station and bring back a 
buckboard.”" He gestured toward the other man. 
“Stan here came back with me. When we got here Cal 
was already dead." 

Justin was puzzled. “Isn't the stage runnin’ late?” 

“Yeah, two days late. We were held up at the fort 
for repairs.” 

Stepping to the coach, Justin looked inside. Seeing 
women’s clothing strewn about, he asked anxiously, 
“Who were your passengers?”’ 

“Two ladies. Miss Ross and Mrs. Meyers.” 

Moving away from the stage, Justin returned to his 
horse. It wasn't necessary for him to scrutinize the 
area for he already knew who had attacked the stage 
and abducted the women. He'd been following their 
tracks for days. 

Mounting, he told the two men, “When you get 
back to the relay station, you'd better send a wire to 
the fort.” 

“Where’re you headed?” Joe asked. 

“South,” he answered. 

“Are you going after the men who did this?” Stan 
queried. 

“Nope,” Justin drawled flatly. ‘I got places to go 


220 


and things to do.”” Knowing a company of soldiers 
from the fort would make an attempt to find the 
abducted women, Justin decided to send them in the 
wrong direction. If the soldiers happened to come 
upon David, Flying Hawk, and the Mexicans, a 
shootout would ensue, which would place his friends 
in a bad position. The Mexicans would expect David 
and Flying Hawk to return the gunfire. Although 
Justin wasn’t sure about Flying Hawk, he was 
certain that David wouldn't shoot at the troopers. 

As though it were merely an afterthought, Justin 
looked at Joe and remarked, “By the way, when you 
send that wire to the fort, report that I came upon a 
set of tracks headin’ north. It looked like eight riders 
and four pack mules. 

“I sure will,” Joe assured him. 

Justin touched the brim of his hat. ‘See you 
around,” he replied, then set his horse into motion. 
As he rode away from the area he smiled slyly. He 
wasn't too worried about the soldiers picking up the 
correct trail, for the Mexicans had done an excellent 
job of covering their tracks. Yep, he thought, they did 
one helluva good job, but not good enough to fool 
me. 
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Esteban was sitting at his desk taking care of 
paperwork when the door was flung open and his 
nephew stormed into the room. 

“Where is Lorita?”’ Ricardo demanded, his face 
livid. 

An angry frown furrowed Esteban's brow. Getting 
to his feet, he raved, ‘““Who do you think you are to 
barge into my study making demands?” 

The young man was unfazed by his uncle’s anger. 
He was too distraught to be daunted, and closing the 
door, he crossed the room in long, determined strides. 
Placing his hands on the desktop, he leaned forward 
and stared bitterly into Esteban’s face. Before coming 
to the study, he had talked to the housekeeper, Rosa, 
and when he had asked her where he could find 
Lorita, she had informed him that the patron had 
sent her away. ‘Rosa told me that you ordered Lorita 
to leave!” he seethed. 

Returning to his chair, Esteban studied his 
nephew with an expression that verged on dislike. 
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Ricardo was Esteban’s brother’s child. Ricardo’s 
mother had died in childbirth, and fifteen years later 
when Ricardo’s father had passed away, Esteban had 
taken his nephew into his home to raise as his own 
son. Ricardo had now been living with Esteban for 
ten years, and the young man’s character was a 
continual disappointment to his uncle. 

Resenting Ricardo’s outburst, Esteban refused to 
acknowledge him. Instead, he merely continued to 
stare at the younger man, his eyes ice cold. 

Weakening under Murrillo’s hard scrutiny, 
Ricardo removed his hands from the desk and shifted 
his weight from one foot to the other. His slender 
frame tensed, and he nervously placed his hands on 
his narrow hips, then dropped them to his side. 
Ricardo Murrillo was handsome, but his small- 
boned frame and delicate facial features gave him an 
unmanly, effeminate appearance. 

Finally, Esteban spoke. “Ricardo, if you hadn’t 
been away from home for the past five days, you 
would've been here when Lorita left. But ap- 
parently drinking, gambling, and whores mean 
more to you than this hacienda or Lorita.” He 
paused, frowned irritably, then continued, ‘I do not 
understand your concern over Lorita’s absence. She 
cares nothing for you, and your long absences from 
here prove you don’t care for her.” 

“That isn’t true!” Ricardo objected. “If Lorita had 
given me a sign that she cared, I'd have stopped my 
carousing and asked her to be my wife.” 

Esteban answered with annoyance, “Ricardo, even 
if Lorita loved you, which she doesn’t, I wouldn't 
have given my permission for your marriage. She is 
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not of our social class. Her father is a peasant.” 

Pulling up a chair, Ricardo slumped into it. “But 
Lorita is so beautiful,"’ he sighed plaintively. 

“Si,”” his uncle agreed. “She is very beautiful, and 
if she loved you, she’d have made you an ideal 
mistress. I would've been willing to give you the 
money to build her a home where she could entertain 
you, but marriage would've been out of the 
question.” 

“Where did she go?” Ricardo asked, sounding 
defeated. 

“T cannot tell you.” 

Ricardo was nonplused. ‘What do you mean, you 
cannot tell me?” 

Esteban smiled imperiously. ‘“‘Let me rephrase 
that, Ricardo. I refuse to tell you where she is.” 

“Is she coming back?"’ he asked anxiously. 

“If all goes well.” 

Enlightenment came to Ricardo’s face, and sitting 
upright, he demanded heatedly, ‘‘Does her leaving 
have anything to do with Salvador Leén?” 

Although Esteban was taken by surprise, he hid it 
well and only a slight raise of an eyebrow changed his 
expression. ““What makes you think Lorita’s leaving 
is connected with Salvador?”’ 

“I know how much she despises the man and that 
she longs to see him brought to justice. She has told 
me how she feels. I also know that she has been 
hoping that you'd use her services to trap Salvador.” 

Esteban gave a casual shrug. “If Lorita is helping 
me, then that is my business, not yours.” 

Ricardo bounded from his chair. His dark eyes 
flashed angrily. “I cannot believe you sent Lorita to 
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that man! For the past year, I have dreamed of the day 
that I’d make her my own, and now she has gone to 
Salvador Leén! Do you think I will want her after she 
has been in his bed?" 

“] don’t think the choice is yours to make. When 
Lorita returns, she’ll not want you any more than she 
did before she left.” Esteban dismissed his nephew 
with a wave of his hand, saying with disgust, “Go to 

room, Ricardo, and clean up for dinner. You 
still reek of liquor and whores!” 

Wheeling about, Ricardo walked swiftly across the 
room and exited, slamming the door behind him. 


Isabella writhed beneath Salvador, her legs 
wrapped about his waist and her hips meeting his 
with each hard thrust. As his manhood thrust in and 
out of her womanly depths, she moaned and her 

i raked across his bare back. 

“Salvador, take me hard,” she urged him on. 
“Hurt me a little.” 

“I don’t want to hurt you, I only want to give 
you pleasure,” he whispered. ‘ 

“But pain gives me pleasure,” she answered, 
sinking her teeth into his shoulder. 

Salvador winced, for her teeth had sunk in deeply. 
“Take it easy, you passionate she-devil,” he told her, 
then slipped his hands beneath her buttocks and 

into her with abandon. His fulfillment 
began to crest, and holding her tightly, his lean frame 
trembled as he achieved complete release. 

He withdrew and moved over, stretching out at her 
side. The setting sun, shining through the open 








window, cast diagonal rays across the bed. ae 
the crumpled sheet, Salvador drew it up over himself — 
and Isabella. He braced his pillow against the 
headboard, leaned back, and thoughtfully surveyed 
his surroundings. The room was sorely lacking when 
compared to the bedroom he’d had back home in 
Spain. 

Home, he mused bitterly. It was never my home. I 
was merely granted the privilege of residing there 
temporarily. Glancing down at his left hand, he 
studied the ring on his little finger. The ring had 
belonged to his mother, and she had given it to him 
only moments before her death. Set with a ruby stone 
bordered by chipped diamonds on one side and tiny 
fragments of sapphires on the other, it was an 
exquisite and unique piece of jewelry. 

Isabella sat up, letting the sheet fall from her bare 
breasts. Her gaze rested on the man at her side, and 
seeing that he was lost in thought, she sighed 
resentfully. Salvador Leén was exasperating! She 
wanted a man’s full attention, but with Salvador she 
always got the distinct feeling that she was simply an 
afterthought. Furthermore, he was a gentle lover, 
and Isabella preferred to bed a man who treated her 
aggressively. 

Now, as she left the bed, she almost wished she had 
never left Diego for Salvador. Bending over, she 
retrieved her clothes from the floor and moved 
gracefully to the full-length mirror. Placing her 
garments on a chair, she admired her reflection, 
smiling contentedly as she rubbed her hands over her 
voluptuous breasts and downward to her well- 
rounded hips. She studied the dark triangle between 
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her soft thighs, briefly brushing her fingers across the 
curly hairs. 

Dreamily, she recalled how the sight of her nudity 
had never failed to excite Diego, arousing the man's 
passion so ardently that he’d often lose control, 
throw her down roughly, and take her brutally. 
Remembering their wild unions in vivid detail 
stirred her needs hotly and she was tempted to return 
to the bed and tease Salvador into taking her again. 
For a moment, she considered doing so, then 
dismissed the idea. She was sure she could revive 
Salvador’s passion, but afterwards she'd still feel 
unfulfilled. He’d make love to her with considera- 
tion and gentleness. She frowned testily. If only 
Salvador’s passion had a ring of cruelty like Diego's! 

Turning away from the mirror, Isabella slipped 
into her undergarments. Then, as she put on her 
brightly colored skirt, she wondered if she should ask 
Salvador if she could once again be Diego’s woman. 
She decided to give it serious thought, but to wait 
until Diego returned before making a decision. She 
wasn't especially zealous about resuming her former 
relationship with Diego, for she thought Salvador 
was by far the more handsome of the two. Also, there 
was a blatant maleness about Salvador that was 
missing in Diego. 

She reached for her blouse and slipped it over her 
head, positioning the low neckline to reveal her deep 
cleavage. Surely, she thought intensely, some day I 
will meet a man who possesses Salvador’s looks and 
Diego's aggressiveness. Envisioning such a man 
caused a smile to curl her full lips. One day, she 
mused, I will find this perfect man of my dreams, 
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woman dares to interfere, I will kill her! 


Hundreds of miles away in Wyoming territory, 
David Hunter was starting a separate campfire a 
short distance from Diego’s camp. He had no 
intentions of allowing Lynda and Julianne to spend 
the night in close quarters with Diego and the five 
men traveling with him. 

When he had the fire blazing, he went to the pack 
mule belonging to him and Flying Hawk, removed 
their provisions, then returned to the fire. 

The women were sitting behind him, their backs 
braced against the trunk of a large tree. Turning, he 
ignored Julianne’s hostile expression and asked, 
“Are either of you going to offer to cook supper?” 

“Cook it yourself!"’ Julianne snapped, her tone ice 
cold. 

Flying Hawk had been tending to the horses. Now, 
as he joined the others, he overheard Julianne’s 
remark. “Cooking is woman's work!" he grumbled. 

Julianne was about to tell him to go to the devil, 
but Lynda’s sudden offer to prepare their meal 
deterred her. ‘“‘Why are you cooperating?” she 
demanded of her friend. 

Lynda sighed wearily. “I'm not only hungry, but 
tired. I don’t have the energy to argue with them. 
Besides, I think it'd be in our best interest to keep a 
semblance of civility.’ 

Flying Hawk smiled with renewed admiration for 
this woman who had stolen his heart. It was no 
wonder that he loved her so strongly. She would 
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make a good Sioux wife, if only . . . if only she could 
accept his way of life. 

As Lynda walked toward the campfire, Flying 
Hawk stepped forward and reached for her hand. 
Hesitating, she allowed him to hold it fora moment, 
her eyes meeting his questioningly. Then she with- 
drew her hand and moved away. 

Watching Lynda, Julianne supposed it wasn’t too 
difficult for her friend to be civil to Flying Hawk. 
The warrior wasn’t planning to steal gold from his 
own government, nor had he killed his fellow 
comrades in order to gain this gold. David was the 
one guilty of these crimes. 

Catching sight of David coming toward her, 
Julianne tensed. She met his gaze, her eyes narrowing 
angrily. “Leave me alone!"’ she demanded sharply. 

“I need to talk to you,” he explained. 

“We have nothing to discuss!"’ 

Although he understood her animosity, he was 
nonetheless impatient. He grasped her arm and 
pulled her forcefully to her feet. Keeping a firm hold, 
he led her a good distance from the campsite. 
Pausing in the shelter of trees and shrubbery, he 
continued to keep her in his hold. 

His grip was uncomfortable, and trying to jerk 
free, she said irritably, ““You'’re hurting me!” 

He loosened his hold, but not completely. “I'm 
sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

Her temper flared. ‘You don't care who you hurt, 
so long as you get your hands on that gold!" 

David was torn between telling her the truth or 
letting her believe the worst. If he were to take her 
into his confidence, would she somehow involun- 
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tarily blow his cover? Would it be wiser to let her 
think he was a killer and a thief until this mission 
was completed? It was a dilemma to which he had no — 
firm answer. At least, not at present. He'd give it 
more thought before making a decision. However, it 
was now important to convince Julianne to call a 
superficial truce, for they had a long way to travel 


er. 

“Julianne,”” he began quietly, “regardless of how 
much you now hate me, I'm the only protection you 
have. On our way to Mexico, we'll be traveling 
through dangerous territory. We could confront 
hostile Indians or bandits. Your life may well depend 
on you doing as I say without question. Until this is 
all behind us, you've got to set aside your animosity 
and trust my judgment. No matter what happens, 
you must do as I tell you.” 

“No! I won’t obey you!” she snapped. Stoked by 
her anger, her strength surged and she almost pulled 
free from his grip, but his hold tightened. 

Losing his patience, he seethed, “Dammit, Juli- 
anne! For God's sake, try to cooperate, will you?” 
Her loathing tore into his heart. Finding her 
aversion more than he could bear, he let down his 
guard. Tenderness filled his eyes, but the expression 
was concealed by his long, thick lashes and the 
murky grayness of dusk. Driven by his need for 
Julianne’s love, he was seconds away from telling her 
the truth when he heard a twig snap close by. 

The sound escaped Julianne, and she was totally 
unaware that someone was sneaking up on them. 

Certain that the eavesdropper was Diego, David — 
pretended callousness. His voice now gruff and 
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threatening, he said loudly to Julianne, “Listen to 
me, woman, and listen good! I don’t aim to put up 


with your damned defiance! You'll obey my orders, 


or I'll start knockin’ you around till you do! Is that 
understood?” 


Julianne’s temper exploded, and drawing back her 
free arm, she tried to slap his face, but she wasn't fast 
enough. Easily David caught her wrist in mid-air, 
and knowing that Diego was still spying, he jerked 
her against him, bent his head, and captured her lips 
in a brutal kiss. With his mouth still on hers, he lifted 
her into his arms, then laid her down ona cushion of 


she fought against him, but her strength was no 
match for his and he had no problem pinning her 
body beneath his. Imprisoning her wrists in a 
powerful grip, he held her arms over her head. He 
stared down into her angry eyes and said coldly, “‘If 
you don’t want me to remove my belt and use it on 
your pretty behind, you'd better start being a litte 
nicer to me.” 

She refused to be cowed and was about to shower 
him with insults, but sensing her intent, David once 
again silenced her with a demanding kiss, simul- 
taneously listening for Diego's retreating footsteps. 
The Mexican’s soft chuckle was practically in- 
audible, but David's acute hearing picked it up. A 
few seconds later, he was relieved to detect the man’s 
quiet departure. Returning his full attention to 
Julianne, he was about to break their kiss and 
relinquish her, but he suddenly became aware that 
she was no longer struggling. Her lips were pliable 
and responsive beneath his and her body was arched, 
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her thighs fused to his. 

Julianne couldn't stop her body from betraying 
her. As David released her wrists, her arms laced 
about his neck with a will of their own. Surrendering 
to the burning need bursting into flame within her, 
she closed her mind to David's violent ways and gave 
in to the hot longing that had now fiercely consumed 
her will to resist him. 

David tried to hold his passion in check, for he 
hadn’t brought Julianne out here to take advantage 
of her. He'd only wanted to talk to her. She deserved 
better than this. He owed her a marriage bed and it 
would be wrong to take her here in the bushes. She 
was so sweet, so vulnerable, and, he loved her with all 
his heart! 

Removing his lips from hers and intending to take 
her back to camp, he started to get up, but her arms 
tightened demandingly about him. 

“Nol!” she whispered fiercely. ‘Don't leave me! I 
want you! Oh David, I want you so badly!"’ She was 
no longer conscious of anything except her pressing 
need for this man who had such power over her body 
and heart. Placing her hand on the nape of his neck, 
she pressed his mouth down to hers. 

Julianne’s fervent kiss demolished David's deter- 
mination. He wanted her as desperately as she 
wanted him. His restraint gone, he returned her 
ardor as his lips ravished hers intensely. 

Shifting to lie at her side, his fingers nimbly 
unfastened her trousers, then his hand moved 
smoothly under the garment and down to her 
womanly softness. His palm fit snugly against her as 
his finger probed into her moist crevice. His 
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intrusion so wonderfully stimulating that Julianne 
moaned with pleasure. 

His intimate caress sent her senses reeling, and as 
his mouth reclaimed hers, the touch of his lips soon 
had her head swimming with ecstasy. 

He quickly removed her shoes and then slid her 
trousers and undergarment past her thighs and down 
her slender legs. Moving over her, he unbuckled his 
gun belt, placed it within reaching distance, released 
his own trousers, and shoved them past his hips. 

As his arm went about her waist, lifting her 
upward to receive his maleness, Julianne gazed into 
his handsome face. For a fleeting moment, her senses 
returned long enough for her to wonder how he 
could have deceived her so brilliantly. He was the 
complete opposite of the caring, scrupulous man she 
had believed him to be. 

Without warning, David thrust forward, and as his 
hardness filled her with rapturous desire her 
thoughts were swept away. 

Engulfed with wave upon wave of ecstatic pleasure, 
Julianne responded ardently, her uninhibited move- 
ments compelling David onward until their desire 
reached a climactic and shuddering peak that left 
both of them satisfied and breathless. 

David kissed her tenderly. Then, standing, he 
repositioned his clothes and buckled on his gun belt. 
Turning and gazing down at Julianne, he was struck 
anew by how much he loved her. He longed to gather 
her back in his arms, hold her close, and let her know 
he was working for the army. But his better judgment 
interjected, warning him not to be hasty. Before 
taking Julianne into his confidence, it would be wise 
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to give it more thought. With a casualness he was far 
from feeling, he picked up her garments and handed 
them to her. “You'd better get dressed."’ 

She did so without comment, for now that her 
passion was spent, she was beginning to feel a surge 
of anger building. However, the anger was more for 
herself than for David. Had she no self-respect? How 
could she so wantonly make love to a man who wasa 
murderer? A man who had killed in cold blood? 
Reality struck with cold force, suffusing her with 
guilt. She despised herself for being so weak, for 
melting in David's arms! Good Lord, she had even 
pleaded with him to make love to her! 

Reading her thoughts, David said soothingly, 
“Some day, darlin’, you'll understand everything.” 

She took her anger out on David. “No! I'll never 
understand your viciousness!’’ Recalling the threat- 
ening way in which he had spoken to her earlier, she 
continued harshly, “And if you ever strike me, I'll . . . 
I'll shoot you!”’ 

He smiled rakishly. ‘‘Do you know how to shoot a 
gun?” 

She raised her chin defiantly. ‘“That's beside the 
point.” 

“If worse comes to worse, and you decide to end my 
life, then knowing how to handle a gun will be 
essential. Starting tomorrow, I'll teach you to shoot.”’ 
His smile broadened. “If we run across a marauding 
band of Apaches, you can practice on them.” 

Before she could retort with a cutting remark, 
David grabbed her hand and without further words 
led her back to the campsite. Diego was sitting at the 
fire talking to Flying Hawk. Knowing the Mexican 
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was watching his every move, David unceremoni- 
ously deposited Julianne beside Lynda, then gruffly 
ordered her to help finish supper. 

He turned on his heel and headed toward the two 
men. Julianne glowered at his departing back, 
wishing she hated him. Surely, with time, she would! 
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As the morning sun was peeking over the horizon, 
David stepped quietly to Flying Hawk's bedroll. 
David had taken the second watch and had waited for 
dawn to break before waking his good friend. 

“Flying Hawk,” he said softly. 

The warrior awoke instantly, and sitting up, 
asked, “Is anything wrong?” 

“No,” David answered. “Last night I told Julianne 
that I'd teach her to shoot. This morning is a good 
time to start. When Diego is awakened by the shots, 
let him know what's happening.” 

Flying Hawk was a little puzzled. “Why do you 
want to teach the woman to shoot?” He grinned 
slyly. “She is liable to turn the gun on you.” 

David chuckled. “Are you speaking from experi- 
ence, my brother?” 

His dark eyes twinkling, Flying Hawk replied, 
“But you might not be as lucky as I was. Your woman 
might not miss.” 

“T'll take my chances,” he answered. “However, 
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I’m serious about teaching Julianne how to handlea 
yin don’t be dead serious," Flying Hawk added. 

David quirked a brow. “T'll use caution.” 

“But, tell me, Bear Fighter, why do you want her to 
learn to shoot?” 

“She should know how to defend herself; it might 
save her life. We're headin’ into dangerous territory.” 

His blood brother agreed. “You are right, Bear 
Fighter.” Smiling reflectively, he rubbed his shoul- 
der, which still sported a small bandage. ‘There is 
obviously no reason for me to teach Lynda how to use 
a gun.” 

Moving soundlessly, David hastened to Julianne’s 
bedroll, which was placed beside Lynda’s. Kneeling, 
he took a moment to admire the woman he loved. She 
was lying on her side, a blanket pulled up to her 
shoulders. Part of her long, auburn tresses were 
falling across her cheek, and reaching over, David 
carefully brushed aside the radiant tendrils. His 
green eyes, hazy with adoration, continued their 
scrutiny as he whispered under his breath, “Julianne 
Ross, I love you.” He fought the temptation to 
awaken her with a kiss, and shaking her gently, said 
softly, “Julianne?” 

Her eyes flew open, and, afraid, she sat up with a 
start. Seeing David, her fear dwindled and was 
supplanted with anger. “What do you want?” she 
demanded coldly. 

“It’s time for your first shooting lesson. We don’t 
have much time, for we'll be pulling out soon, so let's 
get started.” 

It took a moment for David's explanation to sink 
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in. “You mean you were serious about . . . about 
teaching me to shoot?” 

“Of course,” he answered, assisting her from the 
bedroll. He carried his Winchester at his side. 
Showing it to her, he said, “We'll start with a rifle, 
and later I'll show you how to handle a pistol.” 

She was dressed in her buckskin attire, but there 
was a slight chill in the air, and crossing her arms, 
she shivered. 

“T'll get you my jacket,” David offered. 

She watched him intently as he left her side and 
ambled to his bedroll to fetch his jacket. She admired 
his tall, trim frame, and thought to herself that he 
moved as lithely as a panther. She continued to look 
on as he picked up the wrap. Then, deciding to take 
his hat, he scooped it off his bed and placed it on his 
head, tilting itat an angle. The mere sight of him had 
stirred her passion and made her painfully aware that 
she was still in love with him. Despite his violent 
ways, his cruelty, and his murderous lust for gold, 
she still loved him! Heaven help her, for she was 
apparently too hopelessly in love to help herself! 


Lorita Miro was deep in thought as she rode 
silently beside Benito. They were nearing the 
mountain region where Salvador Leén and his men 
had set up temporary quarters. Benito had told her 
that the location was surrounded by steep cliffs, 
which prevented anyone from entering without 
detection. 

Now that they were only a couple of hours away 
from their destination, Lorita began to feel nervous 
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and uncertain. Was she capable of handling the 
situation, and did she truly have the courage to carry 
jt through? Asa vision of her sister flashed before her, 
Lorita stiffened her back, raised her chin, and told 
herself yes, she would do whatever was necessary to 
bring Maria’s murderer to justice! 

“Benito, why hasn’t Salvador been apprehended?” 
she asked suddenly. 

“It has not been proven that he’s committed any 
crimes.” 

“He killed my sister!" she fumed. 

“You don’t know that for sure. You didn’t witness 
your sister’s murder.” 

“I know, and that is why the soldiers didn’t 
question Salvador.” She frowned crossly. “I think 
some of the soldiers were acquainted with Salvador 
and liked him. That he killed Maria did not matter to 
them.” 

Benito smiled tolerantly. “Sefiorita, I think maybe 
you pass judgment too rashly.”’ 

She answered with annoyance. ‘“You sound as 
though you are fond of Salvador.” 

“Personally, I have nothing against him. But I 
work for Esteban, who has my loyalty.” 

Curiously, she prodded, “Why is Esteban so 
interested in this gold Salvador has hidden?” 

“At present, Salvador is nota threat to Esteban and 
others like him, but, sefiorita, with money comes 
power. They cannot sit back and allow Salvador to 
gain power. His political beliefs differ from theirs.” 

Lorita replied emphatically, “I have no interest in 
politics. That is a man’s business.” Bitterly, she 
added, “I am only interested in seeing Salvador 
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punished for murder!” 

Benito eyed her intently. ‘‘Lorita, are you sure you 
can go through with this? If you're having second 
thoughts, I can take you back to Esteban’s home.” 

She averted her gaze from his, answering with a 
certainty she didn’t actually feel, “Of course I can go 
through with it. I am willing to do anything to see 
that man pay for killing Maria! Anything!” 


When Salvador Leén had chosen to reside in the 
mountains, his name was still unknown to Esteban 
Murillo and others. Upon leaving Spain and ar- 
riving in Mexico, he had quickly made friends witha 
small group of young men who wished to politically 
improve their country. They longed to change the 
laws, to make their home a democracy. Salvador was 
quickly caught up in their enthusiasm, and because 
he was educated and a descendent of Spanish gentry, 
he soon became their leader. However, Salvador 
quickly realized that the young political group was 
fighting a losing battle. They eventually went their 
separate ways, and except for Salvador, the men gave 
up their dreams. For personal reasons, Salvador bore 
a deep resentment toward the aristocrats in power in 
Mexico and longed to see their imperious reign 
destroyed. He knew that in order to bring down the 
rich and help the peasants, he’d need wealth. With 
money he could back a man for the presidency who 
would have compassion for the poor. That such a 
man might not exist was not an important factor. 
First he’d accumulate the wealth, then when he was 
as rich as the aristocrats, he’d become personally 
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Free in politics and back whomever the aristo- 
rats opposed. Salvador knew his dream for a better 
Mexico was far-fetched and the odds were greatly 

inst him. However, he needed a goal, something 
to work for, and while doing so, he would receive 
pleasure from upsetting the wealthy landowners and 


businessmen. 
Salvador possessed a natural flare for making 
, and with little effort on his part, he soon 
made a name for himself. When he talked of a new 
Mexico, where every man would have equal rights, 
the people listened and hoped that some day such a 
miracle would come to pass. 

Once Salvador had established himself and knew 
that his name was known even among the aristocrats, 
he decided it was time to achieve his riches. He 
recruited followers, most of whom were men of little 
or no scruples. He was perfectly aware that it would 
be impossible to get rich honestly, so the help of 
outlaws was crucial. 

Salvador and his compadres were primarily high- 
waymen who robbed from the rich while keeping 
their identities unknown. Salvador never failed to 
give some of the bounty to the Church. He supposed 
he did so mainly to ease his conscience, but his 
motive was of minor importance to him, and he gave 
it little thought. 

Salvador soon realized that achieving wealth by 
stealing from the rich was going to be a long, drawn- 
out affair. Depressed, he was about to give up his 
wayward lifestyle and was considering returning to 
Spain, when he was contacted by Diego Ordéfiez. 
Through Diego, Salvador learned the Sioux would 
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exchange gold for rifles. Diego would've preferred to 
deal with the Indians without joining up with 
Salvador, but although he knew where rifles could be © 
purchased, he had no money to buy them. Knowing 
Salvador Leén had the financial means, he offered 
him a partnership. Salvador, refusing to share his 
leadership, told Diego that he'd finance the opera- 
tion, but not as a partner. Diego would have to work 
for him, but if he preferred, he could be second-in- 
command. Diego agreed to Salvador's terms, and he 
and his men became united with Salvador Leén and 
his band of outcasts. 

Salvador had lived in a secluded home in the 
mountains before Diego joined forces with him. It 
was rumored that in 1864 the hideout had been used 
by Juarez when the French had driven him out of the 
presidency to install Maximilian in his place. 
Whether or not the rumor was true played no part in 
Salvador's decision to take up residency there. It 
represented the perfect hideout for him and his men. 
Several adobe dwellings on the premises served as 
homes for those of Salvador’s men who had their 
women along. The town of La Gruta, which was 
only a day's ride, provided entertainment for the rest 
of the men. 

Although Salvador’s home was larger than the 
others, it had been hastily built and was far from 
elaborate. The furnishings were in poor shape, and 
it had been necessary for him to have most of the 
pieces repaired or replaced. | 

Salvador, wishing to legally own the property, had 
gone to La Gruta to ask about the owner, but no one 
seemed to know who the land rightfully belonged to. 
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Deciding it was unowned, and most likely had been 
ysed by Juarez, Salvador simply took up residency, 
and no one had bothered to question his legal right to 
do so. 


Salvador and Isabella were in the dining room 
when one of Salvador’s men interrupted their meal 
with the news that Benito had returned, and had a 
woman with him. 

“Send Benito and the woman to me," Salvador 
ordered. As the man left the room, Salvador turned to 
Isabella, who was seated on his left. “Who do you 
suppose Benito has brought back with him?” 

Uninterested, Isabella shrugged briefly and re- 
turned her full concentration to the food piled on her 
plate. She ate ravenously and loudly. 

Her table manners disgusted Salvador, and look- 
ing away from her, he pushed aside his own plate. 
Leaning back in his chair, he lit a cheroot and 
awaited his two guests. 

Within a few minutes, Benito entered with Lorita. 
The young, beautiful woman caught Salvador’s 
immediate attention. Enthralled, he watched her 
closely as she walked gracefully beside Benito. There 
was a virginal loveliness about her that Salvador 
found enchanting. Her long-sleeved blouse was the 
color of butternut, and her dark riding skirt, under 
which she wore no petticoats, clung smoothly to her 
delicately rounded hips. Slowly, his gaze moved 
upward to her face. Her angelic features and 
extraordinarily large eyes captured his heart. Until 
this moment, Salvador had never believed in love at 


243 


first sight, but it took only one look at Lorita for the 
young man to fall hopelessly in love. 

Meanwhile, Lorita was returning Salvador’s scru- — 
tiny, and to her dismay, was also finding him 
attractive. Firmly, she reminded herself that she 
mustn't be blinded by his good looks. He had cold- 
bloodedly killed her sister. She must see him only asa 
murderer. 

The couple paused at the end of the table, and 
speaking to Salvador, Benito began the story Esteban 
had devised, ‘““This is my sister Lorita. As you know, I 
went home to visit my father who was very ill. Papa 
died, and my sister had no one to take care of her. I 
hope you do not mind that I brought her back with 
me. I thought maybe you would let her work for you 
here in your house. She is a good cook and a good 
housekeeper.” 

Salvador was pleased. So this lovely woman was 
Benito’s sister. He had feared that Benito might have 
married. To have Lorita in his presence, knowing 
she belonged to another man, would have been pure 
agony for Salvador. Smiling broadly, he answered, 
“Of course your sister may stay. She will havea room 
here in my house, where she'll be safe.” 

“Gracias, capitan,” Benito replied, his tone clearly 
grateful. . 

Lorita curtsied, and looking at Salvador through 
lowered lashes, she murmured, “I will be a good © 
worker, sefior.” 

Isabella, who had lost her appetite the moment 
Lorita entered the room, stared at the young woman 
with seething jealousy. She was not disturbed by © 
Salvador’s interest in Lorita, for she had no emo- 
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& attachment to the capitan. Isabella's ire was 

fueled by envy. She despised any woman whose 
beauty surpassed her own. Now, speaking arro- 
gantly, she said to Lorita, “Well, since you are going 
to be the cook and housekeeper, you can start by 
cleaning away these dirty dishes.” 

The cleaning and cooking were Isabella's chores, 
for Salvador had no servants. Before moving Isabella 
into his home, he had told her that it would be her 
place to take care of the house. Longing to share his 
bed and be his woman, she had unhesitantly agreed. 
But Isabella was basically lazy, and she simply made 
a pretense of keeping up the housework. The heavy 
layers of dust coating the furniture, the poorly 

meals, and the unpolished floors attested to 
her slothfulness. 

A deep frown creased Salvador's brow. “Isabella, 
you will clean away the dishes, and you will also 
bring Benito and Lorita a plate of food.” 

Pouting, she remarked, ‘‘But, capitan, is she not 
going to be a servant?” 

“She will help you with your housework, but she 
will be no more of a servant than you are. However, 
today she is a guest. Tomorrow she can start to 
work.” He gestured to Benito and Lorita. “Sit down, 
both of you.” As they complied, he cast a warning, 
heated glare at Isabella. “Get up and do as I told 
youl” 

Shoving back her chair, Isabella stood, gathered 
up the used dishes, and hurried through the door that 
led into the kitchen. Dropping the plates into a 
dishpan, she muttered angrily, “So she starts to work 
tomorrow, does she? Well, I will find much to keep 
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her busy!” A smug, calculating smile crossed her 
face. Si, she would find a lot of work for Benito’s 
sister. In fact, Isabella’s thoughts raced on, she will 
do everything. The house will be spotless, the meals 
deliciously prepared, and the laundry will never pile 
up. And while Lorita is laboring, I will enjoy a life of 
leisure. 


The sun was setting over the horizon, casting a 
reddish glow across the landscape as David and his 
fellow travelers set up camp for the night. Once 
again, David saw to it that Lynda and Julianne were 
separated from Diego and his men. 

When he had the campfire burning satisfactorily, 


David got his rifle, went to Julianne, and told her 


that there was time for another lesson before dusk set 
in. 

Julianne was eager to learn, so falling into stride 
beside David, she left the campsite without protest. 
They had walked only a short way when Julianne 
looked at David and asked bluntly, ‘““Why are you 
teaching me to shoot? Aren't you a little worried that 
I might turn the gun on you?”’ 

He grinned easily. “The possibility crossed my 
mind.” 

“Then why the lessons?” 

“We're headin’ into dangerous territory. Knowing 
how to handle a gun may save your life.” 

She paused, then turned and faced him with 
questioning eyes and blurted impulsively, “You do 
love me, don’t you? Otherwise, you wouldn't take 
such measures to insure my safety.” 
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“Of course I love you,” he murmured, gazing into 
her puzzled eyes. “Why do you seem so surprised?” 

“I didn’t think a man capable of murder was also 
capable of love.” 

David looked away and resumed his steps. Juli- 
anne followed closely behind him. Staring at his 
turned back, she allowed her thoughts to deepen. 
Now that the shock of the stagecoach driver's death 
and what she had learned about David was behind 
her, she was able to think more rationally. Her 
common sense surfaced, telling her that she couldn't 
have fallen in love with a murderer. Somehow, her 
inner instincts would have warned her that the man 
was shallow and vicious. Furthermore, if David was 
really a killer, wouldn't his true character have 
shown through? It wasn’t conceivable that he could 
have hidden it from her so well. 

Julianne’s steps stopped abruptly. He isn’t a 
murderer! she decided suddenly. Good Lord, I don’t 
know why he’s pretending to be a killer, but I know 
deep in my heart that he isn’t capable of such cruelty. 
Could he be working for the army? Is he on a secret 
mission? Yes, that must be it! 

All at once, her expression darkened. But if he’s on 
a military assignment and is pretending to bea killer 
for Diego's benefit, then why did he treat me so 
harshly when we were alone last night? He actually 
threatened bodily harm! 

Slowly she continued her steps. She had fallen a 
good distance behind David. Her thoughts proceeded 
to flow. Was it possible that he had threatened her 
because Diego had slipped up on them and was 
eavesdropping? Her heart gladdened and her pulse 
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Quickening her pace, she shortened the span 
between them. Could she possibly persuade David to 
tell her the truth? Did he trust her enough to confide 
in her? Afraid he'd refuse to take her into his 
confidence, she decided her best approach was to take 
him completely unaware. 

Reaching his side, she grabbed his arm, bringing 
his strides to a halt. Looking him squarely in the 
eyes, she asked crisply, “David, last night, did Diego 
leave before we made love? Or did he get his thrills 
watching us?” 

“Of course he was gone,”’ David hastened to reply. 
“My God, do you think I'd let that man watch us? 
How did you know he was spying on us?”’ 

Aha! she thought victoriously. So Diego was there! 
Keeping her expression impassive, she bypassed his 
question and continued quickly, “David, I know 
you're working for the army, so why do you insist on 
playing this foolish charade with me?” 

He emitted a heavy sigh. “Julianne, you don’t 
know that I’m working for the army.” 

“Yes, I do!” she declared emphatically. 

“Why are you so sure?” 

“Because I know you, David Hunter. You're nota 
thief or a murderer! Deep in my heart, I know this to 
be true.” 

Bracing his rifle against a tree, he brought her into 
his arms, holding her close. Should he confess? 
Would it be better if she knew the truth? 

Clinging tightly, she pleaded, “David, my darling, 
don’t you know that you can trust me!” 
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raced rapidly. Oh, let it be true! she silently prayed. 
Let it be true! 
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Placing his hands on her shoulders, he held her at 
arms’ length. “You're right, Julianne. I’m working 
undercover for the army.” 

She smiled radiantly. ‘For a while you had me 
fooled.” 

He returned her smile. “Your inquisitive mind 
just kept right on working until it came up with the 
right answers, didn’t it?’ 

“The reporter in me is always delving for an- 
swers,” she replied lightly. 

His countenance now serious, David said quietly, 
“We must use extreme caution. Right now, Diego 
could be slipping up to spy on us.” 

“T understand, David. You can depend on me to be 
careful. But I think Lynda should be told the truth.” 

David conceded. “I'll have Flying Hawk tell her.” 

She watched him intently. “Aren't you going to 
explain this mission to me?” 

Taking his rifle, he urged her to fall into stride 
beside him. “While you practice shooting, I'll tell 
you everything.” 

“David,” she began very softly, ‘I love you.” 

He smiled, brushed at the unruly lock falling 
across his brow, and answered in a hushed tone, “I 
love you too.” 

She slipped her hand into his, and when he 


squeezed it gently, she gazed into his green eyes, joy 
written all over her face. In spite of their present and 
perilous circumstances, Julianne had never been 


happier! 
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Chaplen Cighleen 


It was the seventh day into their journey before 
Flying Hawk asked Lynda to be alone with him. 
They were camped for the night, and Lynda was on 
her way to her bedroll when the warrior stopped her. 

Placing his hand on her arm, he said softly, 
“Beautiful one, will you take a walk with me?” 

Lynda hadn't been expecting such a request and 
was a little startled. “A . . . a walk?’’ she stammered. 

“Please?”’ he whispered. 

She drew away from his touch. ‘Flying Hawk, I 
don’t think it’s wise for us to go off alone... 

“Why? Are you afraid of your own feelings?”’ 

“Yes,"’ she answered candidly. “I am afraid.’”’ She 
stepped back, for she seemed to have no defense 
against his closeness. ‘Flying Hawk, there can be no 
future between us.” The warrior had told her the © 
truth behind his and David's reason for riding with 
the Mexicans. ‘‘Even if we come out of this mission 
alive, you and I must say goodbye and go our separate 
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ways. You could never adjust to my world, and I 
could never accept yours.” Her eyes pleaded with his. 
“If we allow our relationship to deepen, we'll only be 
heading for heartache. Our love is self-destructive!” 
“Your words are filled with wisdom, and I cannot 
deny what you say is true. But, white woman, listen 
to my words—words that come from my heart. Life is 
uncertain and can often be cruel and tragic. Some- 
times love between a man and woman is fleeting, and 
they must enjoy it for the short time that it is theirs.”’ 
Stepping forward, he grasped her shoulders, gazing 
imploringly down into her eyes. ‘““We can share more 
love in the time allotted us than some couples find in 
a lifetime. Do not throw our love away, beautiful 
one. Let us experience it, enjoy it, then someday 
when it is only a memory, we will cherish it.” 
“Two ships that pass in the night?” she queried 
sadly. 
Flying Hawk wasn’t familiar with the expression, 
and he was puzzled. ‘I do not understand.” 
“Never mind,” she smiled wistfully. For a long 
moment, she studied him, her thoughts in a turmoil. 
Should she relent and fully share these days with 
Flying Hawk? When it came time for them to part, 
would their separation be more than she could bear? 
She was a widow and knew the pain of losinga loved 
one. If she had her life to live over would she marry 
her husband, knowing she was destined to lose him? 
Yes, she thought, I'd rather have him fora short time 
than not have him at all. Did she feel the same way 
about Flying Hawk? Would she rather love him for 
whatever time was theirs, than to never truly know 
his love? She searched her heart for answers but there 
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didn’t seem to be any. 

Reading her thoughts, Flying Hawk said per- 
suasively, “Beautiful one, let's live for today and let 
tomorrow bring whatever it might bring. Only the 
spirits can see into the future." He drew her against 
his muscular frame, and bending his head, captured 
her lips with his. 

His passion-filled kiss sent all her doubts rushing 
to the far recesses of her mind. Surrendering to the 
desire flowing fervently within her, she laced her 
arms about his neck and returned his ardor. 

Relinquishing her, he grabbed her hand and led 
her away from the campsite and into the bordering 
shrubbery. Finding a secluded area, he removed his 
shirt and placed it on a patch of grass. Then, 
urgently, he eased her down onto the spread garment. 

Holding out her arms, Lynda welcomed him atop 
her, and even through their clothes she could feel his 
magnificent hardness pressed between her legs. 

His lips reached hers, and as his demanding kiss 
stole her senses, his fingers nimbly unlaced her 
buckskin shirt, then with ease he freed her breasts. 
His mouth left hers to trail a blazing path down her 
neck, his tongue flickering lightly across the hollow 
of her throat before moving to her breasts. He teased 
the taut peaks as his hand kneaded her soft mounds, 
his fondling arousing Lynda to such heights of 
rapture that she longed to feel his manhood lodged 
deeply within her. 

“Flying Hawk,’’ she moaned raspingly. ‘‘Now! 
Oh, darling, I want you now!” 

He was also eager, and they quickly undressed, 
casting their clothes aside with haste. Mounting her, 
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he buried his masculine hardness deeply into her 
womanly heat. 

Responding to his rhythmic strokes, Lynda 
wrapped her legs about his waist, arching and 
writhing beneath him. 

Now conscious only of the ecstatic sensations 
consuming them, they became totally engulfed in 
their fervent union, taking and giving all the other 
offered. 

Flying Hawk's fulfillment surged, and Lynda 
arched upward to accept his final demanding 
thrust. Cresting her own peak of desire, she trembled 
with wondrous chills as her lover released his seed 
deep within her warm depths. 

His lips brushed fleetingly against hers, then he 
moved to lie at her side. Basking in the afterglow of 
their lovemaking, they cuddled close, both com- 
pletely sated. 

The evening breeze drifted over their bare flesh, 
bringing a chill with it, and Lynda reached for her 
clothes. 

“Why do you leave my side?” Flying Hawk asked. 

“T’'m a little cold,” she answered, standing and 
slipping into her trousers. 

Deciding to dress also, Flying Hawk quickly 
donned his buckskin attire, then taking Lynda’s 
hand, coaxed her to sit with him. He draped an arm 
about her shoulders, and leaning back against the 
trunk of a tree, they made themselves comfortable. 

The dark sky was cloudless and the land was 
bathed in soft moonlight. The sounds of night 
creatures could be heard close by. A gentle breeze 


253 


whispered through the treetops. 

“It’s so peaceful here,” Lynda murmured. “I think 
I will always remember this night and this moment 
in vivid detail.” 

Flying Hawk sighed plaintively. “Beautiful one, 
we will have many memories to recall.” 

“Yes,"’ she agreed, her tone rueful. “I now know 
that I can no longer fight this attraction between us. 
As long as you are within my reach, I'll hold out my 
arms to you.” She kissed him endearingly. “I find 
you irresistible,” she whispered. 

“You speak of this attraction between us, then you 
say I am irresistible. Beautiful one, why do you never 
speak of love?”’ 

“I don’t know if I'm in love with you,” she 
answered uncertainly. 

“I want your love, and I will not rest until you give 
it to me.” 

“Would it make our parting easier?” 

“For me it would.” 

“Why?” she asked. 

“T want to love and be loved before I die.” 

“But you have a wife. Don't you love her?’’ 

“Not in the same way that I love you.” 

“Tell me about Spotted Fawn.” 

“Kicking Buffalo is Spotted Fawn’s father. After 
Iron Kettle’s village was massacred, the people 
moved to Running Horse's village. At that ume, 
Kicking Buffalo wasn’t chief. Because I was an 
orphan, Kicking Buffalo took me into his home to 
raise as his son. So I have known Spotted Fawn since 
I was a boy. I am three years younger than Spotted 
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f Fawn, and as I was growing into manhood, I did not 
think of her as a woman that I might someday marry. 
It is very rare for a Sioux warrior to be younger than 
his wife. 

“When Spotted Fawn was a young maiden, white 
men came to our village. She fell in love with the one 
called Johnny. She foolishly gave herself to him, and 
Kicking Buffalo caught them in a lover's intimate 
embrace. The white man didn’t love Spotted Fawn 
and had callously used her. Her shame was great, and 
she knew she would probably never be a young 
warrior’s first wife. If she married, she'd be forced to 
be a second or third wife, and her husband would 
most likely be old. As time passed, Kicking Buffalo 
received proposals for Spotted Fawn, but all the 
offers came from older, married men. Spotted Fawn 
could not bring herself to marry any of these suitors, 
and Kicking Buffalo didn’t force her to do so. Years 
went by, and Spotted Fawn became depressed and 
very withdrawn. Then, for some reason that I don’t 
understand, Spotted Fawn fell in love with me. I 
didn’t encourage her, but maybe she mistook my 
sympathy for love. Although I was not in love with 
her, I cared about her very much. I couldn't find it in 
my heart to turn away from her. She had already 
suffered so greatly, and one man had spurned her 
affections. I didn’t want to be the second man todo so 
and have her life shattered once again.” 

Interrupting, Lynda said softly, “You married her 
because you felt sorry for her.” 

He spoke firmly. ‘She is a good wife. I have no 
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Leading the subject away from Spotted Fawn, 7 
Lynda asked, “Were your parents killed in the 
massacre?” 


“Yes. | was with my mother when she was killed. I 
shot the soldier who murdered her."’ 

“How old were you?” 

“Twelve,” he answered. “Afterwards, I swore that 
when I became a man, I would avenge my parents. I 
would kill all soldiers who dared to trespass on Sioux 
land.” 

“Do you still feel that way?” 

It was a moment before he replied. ‘“‘Someday, the 
Sioux and the bluecoats will be at war. When that 
time comes, I will kill to protect my land and my 

ple. 

“If the army decides to take away your land in the 
Hills, they'll offer your people a reservation on 
different land. If the Sioux accept their terms, there'll 
be no bloodshed.” 

“T will never leave my home!" he thundered, his 
body stiffening with anger. Rising quickly, he 
reached down, grasped her hand, and drew her to her 
feet. ‘We should return to camp,” he said tersely. 

Walking beside him, she remarked, ‘Hereafter, we 
shouldn't talk about the impending war between 
your people and mine. We are on different sides, and 
not even our love can close such a gap.” 

“Our love?’’ he questioned. “Beautiful one, are 
you saying that you love me?” 

“I suppose I am,” she replied dismally. “But it is 
doomed, Flying Hawk. Our love is doomed.”’ 
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j Salvador's home had been built with a front porch 
that extended the full length of the house. It was 
constructed of clapboard and had been added on to 
the main structure to use up the surplus of lumber 
that had been left over after the house had been 
erected. 

Stepping out onto the bare porch, Salvador saw 
Lorita sitting on the top step. “Would you like a 
chair, sefiorita? I will go back inside and get you 
one.” 

She hadn't heard him step outside, and his voice 
startled her. Turning and facing him, she stam- 
mered, ‘‘No... Please don’t bother. I am comfort- 
able here.” 

In two long strides, he was across the porch, and 
before she had time to react, he was sitting beside her. 
He was so close that his shoulder touched hers. 

She inched over, avoiding his touch. 

“I didn’t mean to offend you, but the step isn’t very 
wide.” 

Flustered, she stumbled over her words, ‘I'm. . . 
I'm not offended. It’s just that... that...” 

“You are shy?” he asked, smiling tenderly. 

“Yes,” she whispered breathlessly, deciding it was 
a good excuse. Keeping her eyes turned away from 
his, she gazed blandly into the moon-drenched night. 

“Lorita,” he began evenly, ‘I'm very pleased with 
your work. You've only been here a week, but the 
entire house is now spotless, and all the meals are 
delicious. I know you deserve the full credit. Isabella 
is not doing her part, is she?”’ 

“I prefer to work alone,” she replied. 

“She should help you,” he remarked sternly. 
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“Please, sefior, I would rather you didn’t inter- 
fere."” 

“Very well, Lorita.” 

She sighed gratefully, for she didn't like Isabella 
and avoided her company whenever possible. 

Salvador studied Lorita intensely. With each 
passing day, his desire for her grew stronger. He 
didn’t know 4f she shared his feelings. Her quiet 
and reticent manner made her impossible to read. 
Gingerly, he reached over and lifted a strand of her 
dark hair, caressing its silkiness between his finger- 
tips. She flinched, but didn’t dissuade him. “Lorita,” 
he murmured sensually, “you're very beautiful.” 

“Gracias, sefior,”” she said barely above a whisper. 

He released the strand of hair, reached into his 
pocket, and withdrew a cheroot. “Do you mind if I 
smoke?” 

“No,” she answered quietly. Her subdued tone 
belied her true feelings. Salvador’s close presence was 
having a strange effect on her. Nervous perspiration 
had accumulated on her palms, and her heart was 
beating irregularly. She was angry with herself for 
letting his nearness disturb her in such a way. Each 
time she was with Salvador, she had to: keep 
reminding herself that he had killed her sister. 
Otherwise, she'd start looking at him with desire, 
which, for some reason, evoked an intense, feverish 
ache within her. Now, once again feeling that 
burning ache, she left the step and moved to stand at 
the railing. 

He arose quickly, stepped to her side, and 
demanded impatiently, “Why do you keep avoiding 
me?” 
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His eyes were piercing, and they seemed to see into 
her heart. She turned her face away, took a deep 
breath, and successfully calmed her emotions. Este- 
ban had told her to win Salvador's love and faith, and 
if she continued to shun him, he would soon giveup 
his pursuit and her whole reason for being here 
would be lost. She swallowed hard, turned back to 
face him, and said clearly, “I'm not avoiding you, 
sefior. I'm sorry if I gave you that impression.” 

He believed her. He had no reason to doubt her 
sincerity. “Lorita, you can trust me. I'd never hurt 
you, or try to take advantage of you.” Pitching his 
cheroot over the railing, he placed his hands on her 
shoulders. ‘‘However, I find you very desirable, and 
I'm falling in love with you. I hope, with time, your 
feelings will be the same as mine.” 

Isabella’s untimely interruption spared Lorita 
from answering. Coming out onto the porch, 
Isabella’s knowing gaze swept fleetingly over the 
pair. So the prim, mealy-mouthed Lorita wanted the 
capitan, did she? Well, as far as Isabella was 
concerned, she could have him. He wasn’t the man of 
her dreams! But someday . . . someday . . . her dream 
lover would materialize! 

Excusing herself, Lorita hurried across the porch 
and into the house. 

Inwardly amused, Isabella asked with feigned 
innocence, ‘Did I interrupt, capitan?” 

He frowned irritably. ‘Your timing could've been 
better.” 

Thoughts of her dream-lover had stirred her 
passion, and bestowing a lascivious smile upon 
Salvador, she asked ina sultry tone, “Are you ready to 
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go to bed?” 

“Later,” he mumbled. Leaving abruptly, he 
walked down the steps and disappeared into the 
shadows of the night. 


Hannah White opened the shutters and gazed 
dreamily out the window. The mountain range in 
the distance stood out plainly on this early sunny 
morning. Their peaks rose so high that they caressed 
the downy clouds drifting leisurely across the azure 
sky. It was going to be a beautiful, warm day and 
Hannah was thankful for the good weather, for she 
and her daughter had quite a distance to travel. 

Sighing sadly, Hannah turned her gaze from the 
faraway mountains and looked thoughtfully at the 
land stretching out before her. Seven years had passed 
since she and her husband had built their homestead 
here in New Mexico beside the Pecos River. It was an 
ideal location, for the land bordering the flowing 
river was fertile. The terrain was perfect for raising 
crops, cattle, and children. 

We could have been so happy here, Hannah 
thought sorrowfully. Thinking back, she remem- 
bered that she had been happy for the first couple of 
years, but that was before her husband took to 
gambling and drinking. These vices soon meant 
more to him than his home, wife, and daughter. A 
little bitterly, she recalled the way in which she had 
prayed daily and nightly for her husband to give up 
his gambling and drinking and return to being the 

caring man she had married. Well, she mused 


good, 
resentfully, a lot of good my prayers did! Vividly, she 
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4 remembered the day her husband had come home 


from town, packed his clothes, and informed her that 
he was leaving her for another woman. A saloon 
strumpet! 

Turning away from the window, Hannah moved 
across the immaculately clean floor, walking care- 
fully over the scattered rugs that added a colorful 
accent to her home. The living area and kitchen were 
one room but were separated by a log partition. 
Going to the wood-burning stove, she poured a cup 
of coffee from the pot. Sitting at the table, she let her 
eyes roam wistfully over the home she had grown to 
love. It was modest, but cozy and comfortable. An 
ache cut painfully into her heart as she realized how 
much she'd miss this place. It was home! When she 
felt tears threatening, she sent her thoughts into a 
different direction. There was much to be done this 
morning. She had more packing to do, and it was 
time to awaken her daughter and give her breakfast. 
It would take almost a full day to ride to the nearest 
town. If she got a late start, she and her daughter 
would be traveling after dark. She had heard that 
hostile bands of Apaches were leaving the reserva- 
tion, so she certainly didn’t want to be out at night. 

The fear of Indians prompted her into action, and 
now moving briskly, she started breakfast, then went 
to the back bedroom to awaken her daughter. 

She smiled tenderly as her vision fell across the 
small girl sleeping soundly on the large feather bed. 
Hannah allowed herself a moment to lovingly gaze 
upon the child. Again, her eyes grew misty. 

She laid a hand on the girl's shoulder, and as she 
did, she noticed how her fingernails were chipped 
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and broken. She removed her hand, and lifting the | 
other one, held them before her face, studying the — 
ugly calluses that had formed. 

After her husband's desertion, the two men who 
had worked for them had quit and all the work had 
fallen on Hannah. Although she had worked 
endlessly to keep her home from falling to ruin, it 
had proven to be too much for one woman to handle. 
Finally, admitting defeat, she had sold out to a 
neighboring rancher who wanted the house and land 
for his son who had recently married. 

As Hannah bent over the bed to awaken her 
daughter with a kiss, she happened to catch a 
glimpse of her reflection in the mirror over the 
dresser. For a moment, she stared depressingly at 
herself. Stress had taken its toll. Her cheeks were 
gaunt and pale. Her golden blond hair, which was 
arranged into a neat, unflattering bun, was plastered 
tightly to her head. 

Hannah White was not a beautiful woman by any 
means, but she was far from homely. Her large-boned 
frame was trim, her ample breasts were firm, her 
waist was unusually small for a big woman, and her 
well-rounded hips were ideal for birthing children. 
Her eyes, which were her best feature, were dark blue 
and were screened by long lashes and prominently 
arched brows. 

Looking away from the mirror, Hannah placed a _ 
light kiss on her daughter’s cheek. “Sarah, honey, it’s 
time to wake up.” 

The five-year-old child stirred, then stretching, she 
opened her eyes and glanced up at her mother. 

Smiling, Hannah gazed into a pair of eyes 
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: identical to her own. Except for this one feature, 
Sarah had inherited her looks from her father. Her 
hair was as black as a raven's and her graceful frame 
was petite. 

“Are we leaving today?” Sarah asked. 

“Yes,” Hannah answered, helping the girl out of 
bed. Knowing they must hurry, she told Sarah to 
dress quickly, then come to the table for breakfast. 

An hour later, Hannah and her daughter had 
everything they were taking with them in the 
buckboard and were riding away from the isolated 
homestead. 

Hannah was tempted to glance over her shoulder 
and take one last look at her home, but afraid that 
she'd start crying, she kept her eyes forward. 

The sun's scorching rays were blocked by a cloud 
cover that had drifted across the sky, making the 
journey a pleasant one for the woman and child. It 
was a little after noon when Hannah decided to stop 
and eat. 

She had stored the lunch basket in the back of the 
wagon, and, now, as she turned in the seat to retrieve 
it, the sight confronting her caused her to inhale 
sharply. Her heart seemed to stop beating, and for a 
moment she froze. 

A group of Apache warriors were riding full speed 
toward the buckboard. As they drew closer they 
began to whoop and yelp loudly. 

Regaining her ability to move, Hannah grabbed 
the reins and slapped them against the team. The two 
horses took off with such a bolt that the wagon came 
dangerously close to tipping over. 

Within minutes, the chasing Indians got close 
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enough to the buckboard to shoot one of the horses. | 
As the animal dropped dead in its tracks, the right 
front wheel of the buckboard slammed into the 
horse’s body, the jolt sending the wagon flying 
upward before it fell heavily back to the ground. 

Hannah and Sarah had fallen from the seat and 
were on the floorboard when the Apaches reined in 
beside them. Hannah's rifle was within her reach and 
she looked at it hopelessly. Grabbing the gun would 
be suicidal for the Indians were well armed. 

Hannah watched fearfully as one warrior edged his 
pony closer to the buckboard. He presented a 
threatening appearance. His face was streaked with 
warpaint, and his dark eyes, which were sweeping 
over Hannah, were cold and deadly. 

A lustful grin suddenly spread across his painted 
face, and understanding his intentions, Hannah 
cried raspingly, ‘No! ... Dear God, no!” 


—— —_ = 
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Chapler Nineleen 


It had been a long, arduous trip through Colorado 
territory, and although Justin was tempted several 
times to turn around and head back to Wyoming, he 
nonetheless pushed onward. The lonely days and 
nights stretched endlessly with no one to talk to, and 
Justin was glad that he'd brought the dog with him. 
At least Spot kept him from being completely alone. 
Also, he slept better at night, knowing the dog was 
beside him. Spot was well-trained and his instincts 
were sharp. If anyone were to approach, the dog’s 
vicious grow! would be all the alarm Justin would 
need. The animal's vigil was Smith’s guarantee that 
he'd never be taken unaware. 

Justin kept half a day's ride between himself and 
David's party. He didn’t want to follow too closely, 


nor did he want to fall too far behind. 


| 
| 


a 


Now, as he approached a cliff-bordered pass in 
New Mexico, Justin once again questioned his 
wisdom in following David. His aching joints were a 
painful reminder that he wasn’t as young as he used 
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to be. After he left Fort Laramie, maybe he should've 
returned to David's ranch, gone to his own cabin, and 
closed himself up with an ample supply of whiskey. 

Thinking of liquor prompted him to reach into 
his saddle bags and withdraw a bottle of whiskey. 
Uncapping it, he tilted it to his mouth and helped 
himself to a large swallow. He took two more 
generous gulps before recapping it and putting it 
away. 

The sun was midway in the sky as Justin rode into 
the rocky pass. It was dangerous terrain to travel 
through, for steep cliffs loomed on all sides, 
affording a perfect place for an ambush. Cautiously, 
he slipped his Winchester from its scabbard and 
placed the cocked weapon across his lap. Farther 
back, he had run across signs of Apaches and he 
wasn't about to take any chances. 

As Justin kept a close watch on his surroundings, 
his thoughts drifted to the infamous Cochise. The 
Apache chief had died a year ago and neither of his 
sons, T'aza or Nachez, had proven equal to the task of 
the chieftainship. The tribe soon broke into quarrel- 
ing fractions. About half moved to the San Carlos 
Reservation, the rest fled to Mexico, where high in 
the Sierra Mountains they now represented a safe 
harbor for any disaffected kinsmen. 

The Apache signs had been freshly made, Justin 
supposed by a marauding band who had left the 
reservation and probably planned to either slip off to 
the mountain region in New Mexico or else escape to 
their fellow comrades in the Sierfas. Regardless of 
their destination, Justin didn’t take their presence 
lightly. The Apaches were on the run and were 
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highly dangerous. 

Spot's sudden fierce grow! caused Justin to rein in 
his horse. The dog’s ears were perked and the hairs on 
his back bristled. 

“What's wrong, boy?” Justin whispered, hefting 
his rifle and placing his finger on the trigger. “You 
heard somethin’, didn’t ya?”’ 

Spot growled again, then taking off like a black 
streak, he headed forward, turned to his right, and 
agilely climbed up the side of a rocky cliff. Grace- 
fully, the animal leaped over the large boulders, 
ascending higher and higher. 

Dismounting, Justin followed the dog. However, 
he couldn't climb as quickly as Spot and it was a few 
minutes before he came upon the dog. The animal 
was crouched behind a huge rock, which was 
stationed at the very edge of the ragged cliff. 

Moving soundlessly, Justin knelt beside the dog. 
Looking over the ledge, he wasn't surprised to see 
about a dozen Apache warriors. They had set up a 
temporary camp and were sitting in a circle around 
a small fire. As he continued to look on, Justin 
wondered if they were waiting for reinforcements. 

Speaking to Spot, Justin ascertained, “If I had to 
make a guess, I'd say these Apaches are waitin’ for 
others, and then they're gonna head into the 
mountains or else for Mexico.”’ He shrugged. “Well, 
there ain't nothin’ I can do about it. So, Spot, I 
reckon we may as well be on our way. Besides, if we 
keep hangin’ around, I'm liable to lose my scalp, and 
you're liable to end up as the main ingredient in a pot 
of their stew.” 

Justin turned to leave, but the dog refused to 
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budge. “What's botherin’ you, boy?’’ Spot's a 
was a long, pleading whine. 

The man respected the dog's instincts, and kneel- 
ing down again, he took another look over the ledge. 
His eyes swept over the Indian camp. He saw a 
buckboard, but gave it little thought. The Apaches 
more than likely took it with them when they slipped 
away from the reservation. He continued to watch as 
one of the warriors walked over to the wagon. The 
Indian paused beside the buckboard, and was 
apparently angry, for his voice was so loud that 
Justin could actually hear his harsh commands. 

“There must be someone lyin’ down in the 
wagon,” Justin mumbled aloud. 

The sight confronting Justin wrenched his heart. 
He drew in his breath sharply as he regarded a white 
woman and her small daughter climb out of the 


on. 

“White captives!” Justin moaned. He glanced at 
the dog. “So that’s why you wouldn't leave! Well, 
boy, what am I goin’ to do now? There's a dozen 
warriors and only one of me. How in the hell am I 
gonna rescue the woman and girl without gettin’ my 
head shot off?”’ 

Bracing his rifle against the large rock, Justin 
rose up so that he could get a better view of what was 
taking place below him. Helplessly, he looked on as 
the warrior grasped the woman and practically 
dragged her toward the campfire. Flinging his victim 
to the ground, he jabbed his foot viciously into her 
side, Then he grabbed her arm, drew her to the fire, 
and gestured angrily for her to fix him and the others 
something to eat. 
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4 Justin's eyes went to the little girl as he wished he 


could spare her from witnessing her mother’s abuse. 
Sadly, he knew there was nothing he could do at the 
moment. He'd have to wait until nightfall before 
attempting a rescue. Even then, it would probably be 
suicidal. The distinct possibility that he'd lose his 
life made no impression. Justin Smith was not the 
kind of man to turn his back and ride away. He'd save 
the woman and child—or die trying! 


David and his fellow travelers stopped for the noon 
break. While Julianne and Lynda were preparing a 
cold lunch, Flying Hawk and David watered the 
horses. 

“Well, now that we're in New Mexico, we're on the 
last leg of our journey,” David uttered. Then, casting 
a look at Diego and his men, he added, “I'll be 
relieved when this trip is behind us. Diego and his 
comrades keep giving the women looks that I don’t 
like. I think the bastards are gettin’ pretty horny.”’ He 
turned back to Flying Hawk. ‘“We'd better stay alert."’ 

“If Diego or one of his men lay a hand on Lynda I 
will kill him!” Flying Hawk grumbled. 

David studied his friend speculatively. ‘‘You're in 
love with Lynda, aren't you?”’ 

“Yes, 1am,” he admitted. 

“When this is all over, is she going to your village 
with you?” 

“No,” he answered tersely. 

“I didn’t think she would. She isn't the kind of 
woman who could adjust to the Sioux's way of life.” 

“David?” Julianne suddenly called, walking 
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toward him. “‘It's time to eat.” 

David, his eyes filled with desire, watched her as 
she drew closer. Her buckskin apparel was entirely 
too large for her slender frame, but despite her 
clothing, her beauty was tempting. She's too tempt- 
ing, David thought as the Mexicans crossed his mind. — 

At Julianne’s approach, Flying Hawk moved 
away. Taking note of David's serious expression, she 
asked, “Is something wrong?” 

“Not exactly,” he answered. “But, sweetheart, | 
want you and Lynda to start being extremely careful. 
Never go off alone. Go together, or else with Flying 
Hawk or me.” 

She smiled a little timidly. “Darling, there are 
times when one needs one’s privacy.” 

“Hereafter, there's no privacy for you and Lynda. 
When either one of you feels the need to seek the 
bushes, you go together.” 

“All right,” she consented. “But, David, why 
should we be so careful?” 

“Diego and his men have been a long time without 
women, and the way they've started ogling you and 
Lynda has me on edge.” Taking her into his arms 
and drawing her close, he said with concern, “Just do 
as I say and be cautious.” 

“TI will,” she assured him. She raised her face to his, 
and as his lips claimed hers she laced her arms about 
his neck and fitted the contours of her body snugly to 
his. 


“1 think the gringo and Flying Hawk should share | 
the women!" complained Alonso. He was the- 
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youngest of Diego's men and the most outspoken. A 
short time earlier, he had spied on the other camp 
and had seen David's and Julianne’s embrace. He 
had watched enviously. 

Finishing his lunch, Diego glared at the young 
man and muttered impatiently, “Alonso, you think 
with your pecker instead of your brain. If we anger 
Sefior Hunter, he'll not take us to the gold.” 

Alonso was not about to give up. “But it is unfair 
that they have women and we don't!" He stood tall 
and huffed out his chest. “I was the one who killed 
the stagecoach driver, and I should have first choice 
of the women.” He grinned expectantly. “I want the 
one with red hair.” 

Diego laughed outrageously. “You want Hunter's 
woman? You will never be man enough to take her 
from him.” He got to his feet. Diego towered over the 
younger man. Leering down into his eyes, he said 
gruffly, “If you try to get the red-headed woman, 
Hunter will kill you!” 

“We will see!” Alonso declared. 

“No, we will not see!" his boss thundered. ‘‘Stay 
away from the women! The gold is more important!" 

Whirling about, Alonso stalked over to his horse, 
grabbed the reins, and mounted. As he sat and waited 
for the others to break camp he fumed inwardly. 
Turning in the saddle, he could see the two women as 
they cleaned up after lunch. As his vision zoomed in 
on Julianne, he could actually feel himself growing 
hard with desire. He wanted her and swore to himself 
that someday he'd have her! 
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Justin, still crouched behind the huge boulder, 
watched curiously as some of the Apache renegades 
mounted their horses. 


“I wonder just where in the hell they're goin’?” he _ 


muttered aloud. 

He didn't like this unexpected turn of events, and 
worry clouded his eyes as he continued to watch the 
proceedings. 

Leaving five warriors behind with the captives, the 
remaining Apaches sent their ponies into brisk 
gallops and rode quickly away from the campsite. 

A feeling of apprehension began to gnaw at Justin 
as he carefully watched the five warriors hastily plant 
four stakes into the dirt. Then they grabbed the 
woman, flung her to the ground, and tied her spread- 
eagle. 

“Good God!" Justin moaned. “They're gonna kill 
her!” 

Justin didn’t stop to consider the danger to 
himself. He leapt to his feet, and with Spot 
following, he rushed down the other side of the cliff 
and to the place where he had left his horse and pack 
mule. 

Knowing there was no time to lose, he swung up 
on the horse's back, jerked the reins, and turned the 
animal about. As his horse raced back down the 
narrow pass, Justin wished it wasn’t daylight, for his 
rescue would be easier under the cover of night. 

Justin's plan was simple and dangerous, but it was 


Hannah’s and Sarah's only chance for survival. The _ 


rugged scout planned to circle back, find the opening 
into the blind canyon, charge the campsite like a 
devil possessed, and kill the Apaches before they 


272 


| 


ou kill him. The warriors who had rode away 


would still be close enough to hear the gun shots and 
return. Justin hoped he'd have enough time to grab 
the woman and child and take them up the steep cliff 
to the area where he had been earlier. From that 
vantage point, he'd be able to hold off the Indians. 
The steep, narrow climb up the ragged slope would 
make it easy for him to pick off the attacking 
walriors, one by one. 


The ropes dug so tightly into Hannah's wrists and 
ankles that they cut off her circulation and within 
minutes her limbs were numb. She instinctively 
knew the Indians were going to kill her in some 
horrible, unmerciful way. She didn’t fear death, but 
she did fear torture. Most of all, she was afraid for her 
daughter. Were these warriors going to murder 
Sarah? 

Her daughter’s probable death filled Hannah with 
grief. Verging on hysteria, she sobbed, ‘“‘Oh God, 
please don’t let them kill Sarah! Please!” 

Turning her head, the woman's eyes flew wildly to 
her daughter. The child had crawled beneath the 
buckboard and was lying flush to the hard ground. 
Sarah's eyes were shut tightly, for it was the only way 
she could block out this endless nightmare. 

“Sarah! Sarah!"" Hannah cried _ heartbrokenly. 
“Oh darling, your Mama loves you!’’ She didn't 
expect an answer, for the child hadn't spoken a word 
since the afternoon they had been abducted. Sarah's 
young mind wasn't capable of coping with the 
horrors she'd witnessed, and she had withdrawn into 
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a state of silence. 

Catching a movement, Hannah turned her gaze — 
away from the child. She watched fearfully as one of — 
the warriors walked toward the buckboard. When he 
slipped his knife from its leather sheath, she 
screamed, ‘““NO! NO! Don’t kill my baby! Dear God, 
help her! Please save my baby!” 

The terrified woman fought futilely against the 
ropes that bound her. Oh God, he was going to kill 
her baby! She tugged relentlessly against her re- 
straints, her struggles causing the ropes to cut bloody 
gashes into her flesh. 

Hannah’s heart pounded heavily against her chest, 
and her eyes were glazed with terror as the warrior 
knelt beside the wagon. Moving slowly, he stretched 
out his arm toward Sarah. A cold grin spread across 
his painted face as his fingers grasped the child’s 
long, flowing hair. 

“NO! NO!” Hannah screamed again. “God, 
please . . . please help my baby!” 

The answer to Hannah's prayer came in the form 
of a man on a charging horse with a large black dog 
racing alongside the speeding steed. 

For a moment, the warrior kneeling beside the 
buckboard stared in wonder at the daring intruders. 
Then he turned Sarah loose and he bounded to his 
feet. His rifle was by the campfire, and moving 
quickly, he made a dash for the weapon. | 

Justin could shoot better from a moving horse 
than most men could shoot standing still, and— 
wrapping the reins around the saddle horn, he | 
swung his Winchester into his arms, took aim, and 
fired. His first bullet lodged into the warrior fleeing 


274 


4 


for his rifle. The deadly impact sent the man 
plunging headfirst onto the ground. 

Another Apache, with gun in hand, dropped into a 
kneeling position to take aim, but Justin shot him 
before he could even pull the trigger. 

His horse’s hoofs still pounding against the hard 
wrf, Justin recocked his rifle and fired at the third 
Indian, who was attempting to take cover behind the 
buckboard. The man was dead before he keeled over. 

The fourth renegade, unlike his companion, 
successfully took cover behind the wagon. Aiming 
his rifle, he had Justin in his sights and was about to 
shoot when, suddenly, a black mass leaped into the 
air, then landed against the warrior, sending him 
sprawling to the ground. Spot’s powerful jaws 
wrapped about the man’s arm, and the dog’s sharp 
teeth dug in deeply. Fighting wildly, the Indian tried 
to break the animal's painful hold, but Spot's grip 
was too strong. 

Meanwhile, Justin finished off the fifth warrior. 
Then he guided his horse behind the buckboard and 
shouted to Spot. 

Hearing Justin's voice, the dog backed away from 
his victim. The freed warrior jumped to his feet, ran 
headlong for his pony, and leaped onto the animal. 
Whooping, he scattered the other horses, then took 
off behind the fleeing herd. 

Watching the departing warrior, Justin could see 

_ that he was heading toward the returning Apaches. 
He lifted his rifle and took perfect aim, but then took 
his finger from the trigger and slipped his rifle into 
its scabbard. He could easily have ended the warrior’s 
life, but shooting a man in the back went against 
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Justin’s grain. - 

Knowing time was precious, Justin rode quickly — 
over to the woman, swung down from the saddle, he 
cut away the ropes with his knife. Drawing her to her 
feet, he said with haste, ‘“The others have heard the 
shots and are returnin’. We've got to get the hell out 
of here! Where’s the little girl?” 

Hannah pointed to the buckboard, expecting to 
see Sarah lying beneath it. ‘“‘My God, she’s gone! She 
was there a few moments ago. She was under the 
wagon!” Hannah looked about desperately. “Where 
could she have gone! Sarah! Sarah, where are you?” 

Moving incredibly fast, Justin grasped the woman 
about the waist, lifted her into his arms, and placed 
her on the horse. Handing her the reins, he ordered 
briskly, “Head for those boulders at the foot of the 
cliff, then dismount and lead the horse up the slope. 
Go all the way to the top.” 

“But... but Sarah! My little girl!” she stam- 
mered, frantic. 

“T’'ll find her!" he answered gruffly. ‘Do you know 
how to use a rifle?” 

She nodded absently as her eyes searched desper- 
ately for her daughter. Where could she have gone? 

“There's a Winchester in my scabbard. Use itif you 
have to.” He slapped the horse's flanks and the 
animal bolted. Holding on, Hannah headed toward 
the distant boulders. 

The returning Apaches were advancing and the 
sound of their ponies’ thundering hoofs resounded 
ominously through the quiet canyon. Turning to the 
dog, Justin uttered testily, “Dammit, Spot! Where in 
the hell is that kid?”’ 
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As though he had understood the man’s words, the 
dog loped to the buckboard, and with one lithe leap 
jJanded on the seat. 

Justin was relieved to find the child curled up 
beneath the seat. Apparently, when the shooting had 
begun, she had somehow managed to climb into the 
wagon and find a place to hide. 

Reaching beneath the seat, Justin gently lifted the 
child, and as he cradled her against his chest, her 
small arms went about his neck, clinging tightly. For 
a fleeting moment, Justin placed his cheek next to 
the girl’s soft curls and was taken back into another 
time and place. How many times had he held his own 
daughter in such a way and felt her arms clasped 
about his neck? Unhealed grief cut painfully into his 
heart. Rebecca! he moaned inwardly. My sweet litte 
Rebecca! God, how much I miss you! 

Spot’s sudden bark brought Justin out of his 
momentary trance. Turning about, he saw that the 
Indians were dangerously close. With one arm he 
kept the child held close to his chest, then as he drew 
his pistol he took off running toward the boulders. 

The sight of the woman riding back in his 
direction sent a surge of anger through Justin. 
Dammit! He had given her simple orders! Why in the 
hell hadn’t she followed them? 

Hannah had been too emotionally distraught to 
ride away from the area without knowing her 


 daughter’s whereabouts. Fleeing to safety was the 


same as deserting Sarah! Good Lord, she wasn’t 
about to save herself without first trying to save her 


child! 


Reining in beside Justin, Hannah reached for her 
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daughter, but the man didn’t hand her over. | 

“I told you to head for the cliff!" Justin shouted — 
angrily. 

“T couldn't leave my daughter to save myself!” she 
cried. 

“It wasn’t your life you were saving, but my 
horse’s!"’ he grumbled, and the words had scarcely 
passed his lips when a shot rang out. The fired bullet 
found its intended target. Justin’s horse screeched 
wildly, then dropped to the ground. Luckily, 
Hannah's reflexes had been alert and she'd managed 
to leap free, sparing herself from being tapped 
beneath the animal's dead body. 

Justin cocked his pistol and wheeled about. The 
warrior who had tangled with Spot was returning. 
He was riding far ahead of the others. Apparently, he 
had found a weapon on one of the horses and had 
decided to come back without waiting for his 
comrades to catch up with him. 

The warrior got off another shot, which for- 
tunately missed its target, before Justin accurately 
fired his handgun, putting a quick end to the 
Apache’s life. 

“Get the rifle!” he told Hannah. 

Moving quickly, she slipped the Winchester from 
the saddle’s scabbard. She was thankful that the horse 
hadn't fallen on its other side, which would have — 
made it impossible for her to retrieve the weapon, — 

“Let's go!” Justin bellowed. ‘““Ma’am, you gotta — 
run faster than you ever have in your life. If we don't - 
reach those boulders before the Apaches reach us, 
we're dead!" 

The strenuous chores Hannah had handled after 
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her husband's desertion had strengthened her, and 
she ran so quickly that Justin barely had to slow his 
strides to allow her to keep abreast of him. 

Justin had been afraid that they wouldn't make it 
to the rocks, and when they arrived safely he uttered a 
quick, silent prayer. Taking the rifle from Hannah, 
he handed her the child and his pistol. “Start up the 
cliff,” he ordered tersely. As she obeyed, he looked at 
the dog and commanded, “Go with ‘em, Spot! Go 
on!” 

Taking cover behind a large boulder, Justin 
reloaded his rifle, and as the pursuing Apaches came 
within shooting range, he fired. 

Realizing they were easy targets in the open, the 
Indians turned their ponies around and rode back to 
a safe distance. 

The sun was now dipping into the west, and Justin 
knew they wouldn't continue their pursuit in the 
dark. He figured they'd probably set up camp, agree 
on an attacking maneuver, then carry out their as- 
sault in the morning. 

Keeping low, he moved away from his place of 
concealment and carefully climbed the narrow path 
leading to the top of the cliff. 

He was greeted by Spot who whined happily and 
wagged his bushy tail. He patted the dog’s head with 
gratitude, for he knew Spot had saved his life by 
jumping the warrior 

Hannah was sitting on the ground with her 
daughter in her lap. As Justin's gaze swept over them 
with tenderness, Sarah pushed away from her mother 
and ran to the big man. The child's arms went about 
his waist, and she grasped him so strongly that he 
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had to pry her loose. 

Kneeling, he looked into her large blue eyes, 
“Everything will be all right, honey. I'm here now, 
and I ain’t gonna let nothin’ happen to you.” 

Tears streamed down her cheeks and racking sobs 
tore at her throat as she flung herself into Justin's — 
embrace. 

Sitting, he cuddled her close. As her copious tears 
dampened his shirt, his thoughts once again drifted 
to Rebecca. He had lost his own daughter, but with 
God's help, maybe he'd find a way to save this child! 
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Dusk was cloaking the New Mexico plains as 
Julianne waited impatiently for David and Flying 
Hawk to return to camp. They had left over an hour 
ago, hoping to bring back fresh meat for supper. 
Sitting idly, Julianne envisioned a pot of rabbit stew 
simmering over the flames, and her vision was so 
vivid that she could almost smell the savory aroma. 

On this night, they had set up camp beside a small, 
flowing river, and the water splashing gently against 
the bank caught Julianne’s attention. Turning her 
gaze to the water, she thought of how refreshing a 
bath would feel. 

Why not? she asked herself. I'm sure I'll be 
perfectly safe. After all, Diego and his men went 
hunting with David and Flying Hawk, except for the 
one called Alonso. 

She glanced over her shoulder at the other camp. 
Squinting, she made out Alonso lying on his bedroll. 
Believing him to be asleep, she got to her feet and 
stepped to David's belongings. She rummaged 
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through them until she located a bar of soap, and 
seeing a knife, she took it also, telling herself that she 
was taking it merely as a precautionary measure. 

Her gaze went fleetingly to Lynda, who was 
cuddled in her blankets sleeping soundly. Should she 
awaken her friend and ask her to accompany her? 
David had said that she should never go off alone. 
Without much deliberation, Julianne decided not to 
disturb Lynda. She was quite sure that nothing 
would happen to her while she was bathing. 

Moving quietly, she went to the river and followed 
it downstream. Coming upon a cluster of foliage, she 
paused, placed the soap and knife on the ground, and 
began to unlace her buckskin shirt. 

The man's approaching footsteps were silent, but 
Julianne inexplicably felt another's presence. Fright- 
ened, she whirled about sharply. Seeing Alonso, her 
fright was quickly supplanted with anger. ‘‘What are 
you doing here?” she demanded harshly. 

Alonso’s dark, beady eyes raked hungrily over her 
ripe curves, and witha sly grin, he replied, ‘‘Sefiorita, 
I am here to keep you company.” 

“I don’t want your company!"’ she said sternly. 
“Go back to your camp and stay there!” 

The young Mexican was sure that he could change 
the beautiful gringa’s mind. Stepping forward, he 
grasped her shoulders and drew her into his arms. 

Struggling, Julianne cried, “Let me go! . . . Damn 
you, turn me loose!” 

Juliane’s squirms stimulated Alonso, and as her 
struggles whetted his desire, he forced her to the 
ground. He captured her lips with his, then placed 
his body over hers. 
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Fighting, Julianne arched beneath him as she tried 
vainly to escape. Her fists pounded against his 
shoulders. Without interrupting his demanding kiss, 
Alonso reached up and shoved her arms to her sides. 

His hand traveled to her breasts, caressing her 
roughly. Julianne moved her arms to try again to 
push him aside, and as her hand brushed against 
David's knife her fingers wrapped around the 
handle. Lifting the weapon, she pressed her other 
hand against Alonso's chest and pushed with all her 
strength. Her forceful shove sent him rolling to the 
side, and moving quickly, she got to her knees before 
he grabbed her. She raised the knife, and seeing the 
weapon, Alonso clutched her wrist. 

As they wrestled over the knife, Julianne brought 
up her knee and jabbed it powerfully against her 
attacker's crotch. The excruciating pain that cut 
through Alonso caused him to release his hold on her 
wrist. Julianne hadn't been expecting him to turn 
her loose so suddenly and her hand accidentally 
dropped to his face, sending the sharp blade slicing 
across his cheek. The bloody gash was deep. Seeing 
what she had done, Julianne paled. 

Alonso's hand flew to his cheek, and feeling blood 
streaming through his fingers, he turned on Julianne 
with viciousness. “You gringa bitch! You have 
disfigured me! I will kill you!” 

“You aren't killin’ anyone!’’ David's voice sud- 
denly sounded. ‘‘But if you don’t get away from her, 
I'm gonna kill you!” 

The man didn’t move fast enough to suit David. 
Stepping forward, he grasped Alonso's shirt collar 
and drew him to his feet. 
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Alonso kept his hand pressed to his cheek, and as : 
blood continued to flow, he whined, “Look what 
your woman did to me! I'll be scarred for life!” 
Alonso was vain and had always taken great pride in 
his good looks. 

David grinned coldly. ‘Get the hell away from me 
or I'll slash your other cheek.” 

Malice gleamed sharply in Alonso's angry eyes. 
“Someday, your woman will pay for what she did to 
me!" Moving awkwardly and keeping his hand 
against his bleeding wound, Alonso headed for his 
own camp. 

When the young man disappeared from sight, 
David turned his cold gaze on Julianne. 

She was still lying on the ground. As she managed 
to sit up, she said shakily, “I didn’t mean to cut his 
face. It was an accident."’ Becoming aware of David's 
icy scowl, she began to feel apprehensive. “Is some- 
thing wrong?” she whispered timorously. 

David's temper had barely been under control and 
now it snapped. “Dammit, Julianne! Didn't I tell 
you not to go off alone?” When she didn’t reply, he 
demanded, “Well, didn't I?” 

“Yes, you did,” she answered, standing. 

“Then why in the hell did you disobey me?” , 

“I thought I'd be safe,"’ she explained. 

“You thought you'd be safe,”” he mimicked her 
angrily. 

She was becoming perturbed. “David, I do wish 
you'd stop fussing at me as though I were a naughty 
child.” 4 

“A child? A child would have more sense!" . 

“That does it!" she fumed, placing her hands on 
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her hips. “From the first day we met, you have treated 
me as though I’m a scatterbrained greenhorn!” 
Stamping her foot, she continued her rage. ‘You're 
arrogant, overbearing, and totally impossible!"’ 

“And you're defiant, rebellious, and immature!” 

“Immature!” she raved. ““Oh, how dare you!” 

“You also have a temper to match your red hair!” 

“Look who's calling the kettle black! I suppose 
your temper never explodes!” 

“Only when you set it off! You little vixen!” 

“Vixen, am I? Well, do you know what you are?” 

“No, but I'm sure you're going to tell met”’ 

Flustered, she pointed her finger at him and 
stammered, ‘‘You're . . . you're a domineering scoun- 
drel!”’ 

“But you love me, don’t you?” he asked with a half- 
smile, his anger quickly dissolved. 

Taken aback by his changed mood, she stared 
wide-eyed. ‘“‘David Hunter, how dare you end our 
argument so abruptly!” 

Moving suddenly, he reached out and pulled her 
into his embrace. “We argued long enough, and now 
I think we should have the fun of making up. Don't 
your?” 

She smiled with anticipation. “David, you do 
come up with the most marvelous ideas.” 

“I know,” he joshed, then his mouth came down 
on hers ardently as he pressed her body against his. 

As his lips ravished hers, she leaned into his loving 
embrace and surrendered to the desire flowing within 
her. 
Relinquishing her only long enough to remove his 
shirt and place it beside a sheltering bush, David 
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lifted her into his arms and knelt carefully to lay her 
on the ground. Stretching out beside her, his hand 
moved over her supple curves as his lips again sought 
hers. 

Searing desire flamed deep within Julianne. She 
slid her arms about his neck, clinging, and fervently 
returned his kiss. 

Wanting each other desperately, they hastily 
undressed. As David thrust into her powerfully, 
Julianne lifted her hips to meet him, glorying in the 
feel of his hardness. 

Except for that one night, David had abstained 
from making love to Julianne during this journey 
with Diego and his men, and, now, as his fulfillment 
began to peak, he withdrew to lie at her side. 

“What's wrong?” she asked anxiously, longing for 
their intimate contact to continue. 

Rising up on an elbow and gazing down into her 
beautiful blue eyes, he murmured, “I've been too 
long without you and I don’t know how long it'll be 
before we're together this way again. I want to please 
you, to give you love's ultimate fulfillment. Your 
needs are as important to me as my own.” 

Slowly, tantalizingly, David's hands and lips 
began to stroke her sensual curves. His stimulating 
touch set fire to Julianne’s passion. She arched and 
writhed, welcoming and responding to his intimate 
caresses. 

Longing to please him in return, Julianne’s hand 
roamed brazenly over David's lean, muscular frame, 
arousing her man so feverishly that he could no 
longer refrain from taking her completely. 

Lying on his back, he grasped her waist and set her 
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atop him. Bracing herself on her knees, she came 
_ down on his hardness eagerly, moaning with plea- 
sure as his manhood filled her. 
He thrust into her time and time again, and 
matching his rhythm, she equaled his passion. 
Suddenly, and without warning, he changed their 
_ position. He was again on top, and as he penetrated 
“her, she locked her ankles about his waist. Love's 
| final release came to them with a force so wonder- 
| fully fulfilling that they shuddered with exquisite 
relief. 


_ David moved to lie at her side, holding her close. 
They were both content to snuggle quietly in the 
afterglow of their love. 

Then, standing, David reached down and drew 

| Julianne to her feet, saying heartily. “Let's take a 

swim.” He picked up the bar of soap. “And also a 
She agreed, and hand in hand, they raced to the 

riverbank. After a brisk swim and a thorough bath, 

they returned to dry ground and dressed. 
“I guess we'd better get back to camp,” David 
remarked. 

“I suppose so,"’ Julianne answered, somewhat 

| wistfully. She wished they could stay here forever in 

_| their private paradise. 

| Draping an arm about her small shoulders, David 

urged her to fall into stride beside him. The dark- 

ness of night was falling heavily, and they had to 
step carefully. 
Suddenly, David emitted a deep, worried sigh. 
“Are you troubled?” Julianne asked. 
“A little,” he replied. “I was thinking about 
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Justin. You know how his drinking worries me, 
I was just wondering how he’s doing.” 

“I'm sure he's fine, sweetheart,” she tried to assure 
him. “Justin can take care of himself.” 

Chuckling, David cast aside his uneasiness 
“You're right, of course. He's been taking of himself 
for some fifty odd years. He certainly doesn't need me 
worrying about him like an old mother hen.” 


Night fell over the quiet canyon like a heavy 
blanket, and a thick cloud cover added to the eerie 
darkness. The Apaches’ lone campfire stood oy 
brightly against the surrounding blackness. From 
his lofty perch, Justin sat silently and gazed down a 
the Indians. | 

Hannah was sitting close to Justin. Sarah wag 
asleep with her head resting in her mother’s lap. 

“Mr. Smith?” Hannah whispered. The night was 
so deathly quiet that even a whisper seemed am. 
plified. 

Looking away from the Indians, Justin turned 
around and leaned back against the boulder. He 
replied softly, “Yes, ma'am?” 

“I want to thank you again for saving us.’ “ 

“Don't be too hasty with your thanks, Mrs. Whig 
You and your daughter ain't safe yet.” 

She smiled warmly, but the dark night hid 
smile. “Mr. Smith, you risked your life to steal 
from those Apaches, and even if we don’t survi 
what you did was very courageous. You are 
wonderful man.” 

Justin was a little embarrassed by such flattery, 
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i anicring he said modestly, “Ma'am, I didn’t do 
anything spectacular. Any man would've done the 
same thing.” 

“I hardly think so,” she murmured. 

Silence fell between them for a short time. Then 
Hannah asked tentatively, “Why haven't you ques- 
tioned me about my abduction?” 

“Ma'am, I didn't think it was any of my business.” 

“Do you mind if I talk about it? For some reason, I 
want you to know everything that happened.” 

“Go right ahead, Mrs. White. Talk all you want. 
I'm a good listener.” 

As she brushed her fingers absently through 
Sarah's dark curls, Hannah told Justin about her 
husband's desertion, the homestead she’d been 
compelled to sell, and the way in which the renegade 
Apaches had captured her and Sarah. Her words 
continued to flow as she let Justin know that some of 
the warriors had sexually forced themselves on her, 
adding how grateful she was that their attacks had 
taken place at night after Sarah was asleep. Thank 
goodness, her daughter had been spared such a sight! 
However, the Indians had treated her cruelly, 
striking her often without provocation. These acts of 
violence Sarah had been forced to witness. 

“When were you captured?” Justin asked. 

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Ten days ago, maybe 
two weeks. I sort of lost track of time.” 

“That's understandable, ma'am.” 

For a moment, the moon shone through the parted 
clouds and Hannah was able to see Justin clearly. 
Then, as darkness once again prevailed, she mur- 
mured, “Mr. Smith, I feel so at ease with you. It’s as 
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though I’ve known you for years. And I'm notal 
in feeling this way. Sarah trusts you completely.” 

Fidgeting, Justin cleared his throat. ‘‘Mrs. White, 
now don’t you go thinkin’ I'm somethin’ special. I’m 
a no-account rascal and I don’t plan to change my 
ways.” 

“Why do you belittle yourself?” she questioned _ 
kindly. 

He rubbed a hand over his bristly beard. “I’m just — 
tellin’ it like it is, ma’am.” He turned and peered 
back over the boulder. ‘“‘When the Apaches are 
sleepin’, we'll leave.” | 

“Leavel"’ she gasped. “But how?” 

“There’s a path that will take us down to the other | 
side of this cliff. Come mornin’, the Apaches will 
find it, so we'd better leave while we can. If they start 
attackin’ us from two different directions we can’t 
possibly hold 'em off.” 

“But in the morning, when they see that we're 
gone, won't they come after us?”’ 

“Maybe,” he answered. “It’s a chance we ain’t got | 
no other choice but to take. I left my pack mule at the 
foot of the cliff, so at least we'll have provisions.’’ He 
added worriedly, “Unless those Apaches found the 
mule.” 

“Mr. Smith, I’m sorry about your horse. If I'd 
obeyed your orders, we'd have the horse with us.’ 

“That's right, ma’am. And keep that in mind the 
next time I tell you to do somethin’.’ 

Earnestly, she replied, ‘I promise that, hereafter : 
I'll unquestioningly obey your commands.” 

“You do that, Mrs. White, and maybe we'll get out 
of this mess with our scalps intact.’ R 
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Hannah sighed with fatigue as she brushed her 
jong blond hair away from her face. She had grown 
accustomed to wearing her hair in a neat bun and 
wasn’t used to feeling the thick locks hanging freely. 
She wished she had some hairpins so she could 
confine the flowing tresses. 

The moon's rays again found a path through the 
douds, and as the golden beams shone down upon 
the land, Hannah took another close look at Justin. 
She was quite taken with this rugged and kind- 
hearted man who had come so unexpectedly into her 
life. She wondered how old he was. Studying him 


more intently, she decided that he was probably in 
~ his late forties or early fifties, but his full beard made 
jt hard to judge his age. Slowly, her eyes roamed 


admiringly over his solid, sinewy frame. He wasa big 
man and powerfully built. He was very different 
from her husband, who'd had a slender, willowy 
frame. 

“Mr. Smith, are you married?” she asked, hoping 
he wasn't. 

“No, ma'am,” he mumbled. 

She smiled inwardly, then continued prying, 
“Were you ever married?” 

“Twice,” he replied tersely, offering no further 
information. 

“Twice?” she repeated. “Did your wives die?”’ 

Justin was the kind of a man who didn’t like to talk 
about himself. “Why all the questions?” he 
grumbled. 

“I’m just curious, and I'd like for us to become 
friends.” 

In the moon's resplendent rays that were still 
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plainly. His eyes met hers, and she was disappointed 
to detect no desire in his steady gaze. 

“Mrs. White, I married my first wife when I was 
still a young man. She was an Indian squaw and was 
killed by a group of white men. I married my second 
wife years later. Her name was Molly O’Ryan, and I 
loved her more than I'd ever loved any woman. I'l] 
never again love anyone the way I loved her.” 

When he said no more, she asked quietly, “What 
happened to Molly?” | 
“She and our daughter died of cholera.” | 

| 


dominating the sky, Justin could see a 
| 


“How old was your daughter?” 

“She was three.’ 

“When did they die?” 

“Four years ago.” 

Hannah moaned sorrowfully. ‘“‘Mr. Smith, please 
accept my apology. I'm sorry that my questions 
reopened old wounds.” 

“You didn’t reopen ‘em, ma’am, for they were 
never closed. I'll never get over losin’ Molly and my 
daughter . . . Never!” 

“You have to learn to put your grief behind you.” 

“Why do I have to?” he demanded gruffly. “Just 
why in the hell do I have to stop grievin’? It’s my life, 
and if I wanna spend it rememberin’ my family, then 
I will! Dammit! You sound just like David.” 

“Who's David?” 

“A young whippersnapper who ain't got the sense 
God gave a billygoat!’’ His grumbling was un- | 
mistakably laced with affection. 3 

Hannah smiled to herself. “Why do you say that?” — 

“If he had any sense he wouldn't be headin’ into” , 
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Mexico, where he’s liable to bite off more than he can 
chew. And now I can’t even follow him and keep an 
eye on him.” 

“Is that where you were headed when you found 
Sarah and me? Mexico?”’ 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“I’m sorry that we interfered with your plans.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, ma’am. Don't go feelin’ bad 
about somethin’ that you had no control over.” 

Without forethought, she reached over and placed 
her hand on top of his. “Mr. Smith, you're such a 
kind man, and you're also very attractive.” 

“You're a comely woman yourself, Mrs. White, 
and I hope someday you'll meet a man who's worthy 
of you. But, ma’am, I ain't that man.” 

“How can you be so sure?” she pleaded. 

“When I lost Molly and my daughter, I also lost the 
will to love again.”’ He gently removed her hand 
from his, looked deeply into her eyes, and murmured, 
“Till the day I die, my heart’s gonna continue 
longin’ for Molly and Rebecca, and there ain't 
nothin’ on the face of the earth that’s gonna change 
it.” He paused for a moment, then said softly, 
“Ma'am, why don't you try and get some sleep?” 

Taking his suggestion, she moved Sarah so that 
she could lie beside her. Cuddling her daughter close, 
Hannah murmured intensely, “Your wife’s death 
was tragic, but she was fortunate to have known your 
love. I only wish my husband had loved me half as 
much.” She closed her eyes, and within moments, her 
fatigue gave way to sleep. 


David had finished breakfast and was helping the 
others break camp when Diego left his own camping 
area, walked over, and asked David if he could talk 
alone with him. 

Complying, David led Diego to the horses, and as 
he began saddling the animals, he questioned, “Is 
anything wrong, Diego?” 

“Maybe, sefior,"" he mumbled. 

Cocking a brow, David queried impatiently, 
“What's on your mind?” 

“It is Alonso. Your woman cut his cheek.” 

“So?” David pressed. 

“The cut, it is very deep. Alonso will be scarred.” 

Slinging the saddle onto the Appaloosa’s back, 
David muttered angrily, “‘He got what he deserved." 

“Maybe, amigo. But Alonso, he does not think so. 
Tell your woman to be careful. He has sworn 
revenge.” 

Whirling away from the horse, David stated coldly, 
“You tell Alonso to forget about getting even. If he 
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tries anything, I'll kill him!” 

“T will tell him what you said.” 

Watching Diego closely, David asked, ‘““Why are 
you warning me about Alonso?” 

The man answered honestly, “If Alonso angers 
you, I am afraid that you'll not take us to the gold.” 

“That's right, Diego. So I suggest that you also 
keep a close watch on Alonso. Make sure he stays 
away from Julianne.” 

Meanwhile, as David and Diego were discussing 
Alonso, Julianne had finished helping Lynda pack 
their provisions and was waiting for David to 
complete his business with the Mexican. Lynda and 
Flying Hawk had moved off to the side and were 
involved in a private conversation. 

Standing alone, Julianne glanced absently about 
the area. As her vision fell across Diego's men, she 
spotted Alonso among them. She continued to look 
on as the young man left his companions and headed 
toward his horse. She could make out the large 
bandage on his cheek, and even though he had 
deserved getting hurt, she nonetheless felt sorry 
about the injury. She hadn't meant to cut his face. It 
had been an accident. She wondered if the wound was 
serious. Would it leave a scar? Concerned, she 
hurried toward Alonso to ask about his injury. 

Catching sight of the beautiful gringa hurrying in 
his direction, Alonso went to his horse, stood, and 
waited for her. 

“Alonso,” Julianne stammered uncertainly, “how 
... how bad is the cut?” 

His dark eyes turned ice cold, sending a chill up 
Julianne’s spine. “You bitch!” he raged. “Someday, 
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you will have a scar to match mine. Maybe, — 
even give you a scar on both cheeks! Then you will no 
longer be so beautiful!" 

Frightened, she backed away a little. “It was an 
accident! I didn't mean to hurt you! Not that you 
didn’t deserve it!" 

His full lips curled into a vicious snarl. “You 
gringa bitch! I will get even with you if it’s the last 
thing I do!” 

Gasping, she wheeled about and was running back 
when David met her halfway. He was furious with 
her. ‘“‘Why in the hell were you talking to Alonso?” 

“I felt sorry for him,"’ she timorously explained. 

“Dammit, Julianne! What do I have to say or do to 
get it through your head that . . ."" Taking note of her 
distress, David's anger faded away. Lovingly, he 
reached for her and drew her into his arms. 

Clinging to his strength, she cried, ‘‘David, Alonso 
scares me!”’ 

“What did he say to you?” 

“He threatened to scar my face and said he'd get 
even with me if it was the last thing he did.” 

Releasing her, he remarked firmly, “Stay here. I 
have a few things to say to that bastard.” 

Alonso had remained beside his horse, watching 
the gringo and his woman. Now, as David ap- 
proached on long, determined strides, the young 
Mexican eyed him severely. 

Lurching quickly, David grasped the front of 
Alonso's shirt and jerked him forward. Glaring into 
the man’s eyes, David uttered coldly, ‘‘Listen to me, 
you horny sonofabitch, and listen good! If you 
threaten my woman again, I'm gonna cut out your 
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tongue and stuff it down your throat! And if you try 
to harm her, I'll put a bullet right between your 
eyes!" 

He turned him loose abruptly and was about to 
leave, but was detained by Alonso’s boastful remarks. 
“Do you think your threats matter to me? I am not 
scared of you! If you push me too far, you will be the 
one with a bullet between the eyes! It will give me 
much pleasure, sefior, to kill you! But first, I will let 
you watch as I rape your woman and then disfigure 
her!” 

David came at him like a madman, and before 
Alonso could duck David's fist slammed across the 
man’s chin, his violent blow knocking Alonso to the 
ground. David was about to jump the fallen man 
when, suddenly, a pair of strong arms grabbed him 
from behind. 

Restraining the angry gringo, Diego shouted, 
“Sefior, we are in great danger and cannot afford to 
fight among ourselves!” 

His words registered with David, and as he jerked 
free from Diego's firm hold, he asked, ‘““What kind of 
danger?” 

“At dawn I sent one of my men to scout the vicinity 
and he has now returned. He said that he found signs 
of Apaches.”’ 

“Damn!” David uttered. “‘Renegades?”’ 

Diego nodded. “I would think so. They are 
probably running to the mountains, or else heading 
for Mexico. There are many Apaches in the Sierras.” 

David cast a worried look in Julianne’s direction. 
She was still waiting for him where he had left her. 
Fear for her safety gripped his heart. Turning back to 
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Diego, he asked, ‘Could your man estimate the 
number of Apaches?” 

“Twenty, maybe twenty-five.” 

“Diego,” David began briskly, ‘if the Apaches 
have spotted us, they might be planning an ambush. 
In case they are, I think Flying Hawk and I should 
ride ahead.” 

“Si,” Diego agreed. “It is a good idea.” 

David looked very closely at the man as he tried to 
judge his character. Then, deciding he had no other 
choice but to trust him, he said, ‘““The women can’t 
accompany Flying Hawk and me. And since they 
don’t have horses, they'll have to ride double with 
you and one of your men.” 

“Why do you include me?” he questioned. 

“Because I want Julianne to ride with you.” 

Diego's lips curled into a semblance of a smile. 
“You think your woman is safe with me?” 

“Yes, as long as I know where the gold is and you 
don’t.” 

The Mexican chuckled. “You are right, amigo. I 
would never risk gold for a woman. With gold, I can 
buy many women.” 

“IT want Lynda riding with a man who won't 

“She can ride with José. He is very much in love 
with his wife and will not make advances to the 


” 
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“Let's get ready to move out,” David remarked. He 
turned about and headed toward Julianne. 

As he came to her side, she asked, “David, what 
were you and Diego talking about? Is there trouble?” 

He didn’t want to frighten her, but he knew she 
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ad to be made aware of the danger. “There's 


Apaches in the area. They're renegades and are most 
likely dangerous.” 

“What are we going to do?" she exclaimed. 

“Flying Hawk and I will ride a liule way ahead 
and keep a close watch. You'll have to ride with 
Diego, and Lynda will ride with José.” 

“No!” she objected. ‘‘I want to stay with you, and 
I’m sure that Lynda will want to stay with Flying 
Hawk.” 

“Jf Flying Hawk and I spot the Apaches planning 
an ambush, we'll have to ride back at full speed, 
which means we can't be riding double with you and 
Lynda.” David slipped his pistol out of its holster 


and handed it to her. “Keep this with you.” 


She glanced down at the pistol. “When you taught 


me to use this, I didn’t think I'd be needing it against 


Apaches.” 

“Let's hope it doesn’t come to that,” he said 
quickly. 

Raising her gaze to his, she pleaded, “David, 
promise me you'll be carefull” 

Drawing her close, he murmured, “‘I will.” 

“I love you,” she moaned tearfully. 

“T love you too,” he whispered with deep emotion. 


As Sarah rode astride the pack mule, she silently 
watched her mother and the kind stranger. They were 
walking in front of the mule, Hannah holding onto 
the reins. Sarah liked the man her mother called Mr. 
Smith and hoped he wasn't planning to go away. 
She felt safe with him, and if he left she would 
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be frightened. ° 

Now, as the mule plodded along at a snail's pace, — 
she tried to speak, but when she opened her mouth, — 
no words came forth. She wondered what was wrong 
with her. Tears smarted her blue eyes as she hoped 
that she'd soon be well. 

Spot was trotting ahead, and as Justin strolled 
beside Hannah he kept a close watch on the dog. He 
didn’t want Spot to get too far away, for he was 
depending on the dog's instincts to warn him of 
possible danger. 

The morning sun was halfway in the sky, its rays 
already uncomfortably warm. The day's heat was 
sure to make their journey a miserable one. Justin 
was perspiring, and he rubbed his arm across his wet 
brow. He knew the weather was mild now, compared | 
to how hot it would be later on. 

Justin's plan was to take Hannah and her daughter 
to Fort Union. Walking, it would take them several 
days to reach the army post, but he had packed ample 
supplies on his mule and wasn’t worried about 
necessary provisions. There was also plenty of water 
between here and the fort. However, the land they 
would travel across was vast and uninhabited. 

“Mr. Smith,” Hannah began, intruding on 
Justin's thoughts. ‘““Why are we going to Fort Union? 
Wouldn't it be better for us to turn around and head — 

Justin answered somewhat impatiently, ‘Ma’ am, 
if we head toward town, we're gonna have to lock © 









to try and make ito the fort. Besides, goin’ in 
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" direction, we're less apt to run into more Apaches.” 

“Do you think any of those Indians are following 

us?” she asked, holding her breath with renewed fear. 

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “A couple 

of em might've decided to come after us. But I doubt 

if all of ‘em did. I think they're waitin’ for some more 

Apaches to join up with ‘em, and they're probably 
supposed to meet in that canyon.” 

Hannah brushed her hair back from her perspiring 
face. The heavy tresses felt warm hanging down past 
her neck and shoulders. 

Aware of her discomfort, Justin stepped back to the 
mule, reached into the bag containing his packed 
belongings, and slipped a leather thong from his 
extra buckskin shirt. Returning to Hannah's side, he 
cut the lace in half, then handed her the two even 
strands. 

“Here,” he said, “braid your hair and use these to 
tie the ends.” 

Thanking him, she quickly arranged her thick 
tresses into two long braids. 

Glancing down at her feet, Justin remarked, “I'm 
sure glad you're wearing sturdy shoes. They look like 

they'll hold up.” 

_ “T only wish I had my valises so Sarah and I could 
change clothes. We have on the same dresses we 
were wearing when we were abducted.” She frowned 
distastefully. ‘I've never been so ragged and . . . and 
... and unclean.” 

“Part of the Rio Grande is about twenty miles 
ahead. We'll stop there tomorrow, and you and Sarah 
can take a bath and wash your clothes.” 

“Twenty miles!" she groaned. “Walking, twenty 
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miles seems more like a hundred.” She looked at him 
curiously. “Mr. Smith, you seem to know this 
territory very well.” 

“I know Wyoming, New Mexico, Arizona, and 
Texas like the back of my hand. I've spent my whole 
life in this part of the country.” 

“When my husband and I first built our home, I 
thought I'd be very happy living here in the West, 
But now I’m anxious to return to Illinois.” 

“Tllinois?”” he repeated archly. 

“Yes. It’s my home state. My parents still live there. 
They have a farm outside of Springfield. When the | 


Apaches abducted Sarah and me, we were on our way 
to town. I had planned to make traveling arrange- 
ments to Illinois.” 

“Well, when we get to the fort, you can still make 
your arrangements.” 

She sighed discontentedly. 

“What's wrong?” Justin queried. 

“Sarah and I have no clothes, and all my money 
was left behind in the buckboard. I can’t pay our fare 
home, and even if we could travel free of charge, 
Sarah and I would look dreadful during the trip.” 

Justin chuckled lightly. “Don’t worry, ma’am, 
The army will find a way to get you to Illinois, and 
there'll be plenty of wives at the fort who'll help you 
get some clothes.” : 

“Charity?” she questioned, sounding a little bitter. — 

“1 wouldn’t call it charity, Mrs. White. I'd call it 
offering a neighbor a helping hand.” ; 

“Of course, you're right,” she said quickly, feeling — 
contrite. “By the way, I wish you'd call me Hannah.” 
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He nodded tersely. “All right, if that’s what you 

“What's your first name?” 

“Justin,” he replied. 

“May I call you Justin?” 

“It’s my name, ma’am,” he mumbled. Then 
picking up his pace, he moved ahead, saying over his 
shoulder, “I’m gonna have a look around. While I'm 
gone, keep walkin’ north.” 

Hannah watched him until he and the dog 
disappeared into the bordering shrubbery and rocks. 
She was growing very fond of Justin, but his reticent 
manner was exasperating. 


General George Cook, considered by many of his 
contemporaries to be the army's most skilled Indian 
fighter, described the Apaches as the “tigers of the 
human species.” Ranging from western Texas across 
New Mexico to Arizona and south into Mexico, the 
Apaches were man for man probably the most fierce 
and most effective fighters among the western 
Indians. 

The Apaches were brush dwellers, and their homes 
could be erected easily and as quickly abandoned. 
Although they practiced a rudimentary agriculture, 
their food consisted mainly of game, desert plants, 
and the booty from raids. They possessed horses and 
mules, but the typical Apache preferred to walk, or 


_ better yet to run, at which he excelled. 


Now, as the fierce warrior Nana trotted across the 
landscape on moccasined feet, he had no regrets over 
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his horse's demise, for he could travel swiftly on foot, 
He had started out on horseback, but his mount had — 
tripped and fallen, and the mishap had broken the 
animal's leg. Nana had shot the horse, slung his 
canteen over his shoulder, and continued onward. 

Running across the land with the grace of a wild 
animal, Nana thought about his younger brother, 
He had been killed by the white man who had so 
daringly rescued the woman and girl. Deadly hate 
shone in the warrior’s feral eyes as he envisioned 
himself killing the white man and avenging his 
brother. A cold, calculating grin spread across 
Nana's painted face. The white man would die, and 
so would the woman and child! 

The revengeful warrior traveled alone. His kins- 
men had stayed behind in the canyon to await 
another band of Apaches. From there, they planned 
to ride into Mexico and to the Sierra Mountains. 

Nana, determined to kill the man responsible for 
his brother’s death, had told the others not to wait for 
his return. He'd finish off his white enemies, and 
when he caught up with his waveling companions 
he’d have three fresh scalps to show them. 

Nana continued to move swiftly as his stalking 
strides carried him closer and closer to his prey. 


David and Flying Hawk were on top of a small” 
cliff. Hidden behind a boulder, they watched 
Apaches gathered below them. Taking count, David 
whispered, “There's fifteen warriors and 
squaws.’ 

The roaming band had stopped for their midday 
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meal and the women were busy preparing food. 

David continued, ““We don’t have to worry about 
an ambush. They don’t even know we're in the 
vicinity. All we have to do is change our course a little 
and we can avoid them.” 

Flying Hawk agreed. “You are right, Bear Fighter. 
Let's ride back and tell the others.’’ He was worried 
about Lynda. Although David had said that she'd be 
safe with José, Flying Hawk was nonetheless overly 
anxious. 

“Let's go,” David remarked softly, and keeping 
low, he moved away from the boulder. 

Flying Hawk, his thoughts on Lynda, stepped 
carelessly as he followed David. His moccasined foot 
landed against a large stone, causing him to slip. The 
mishap sent the rock sliding off the cliff's edge and 
down the slope, picking up speed and more pebbles 
as it made its descent. 

The Apaches, alerted by the rock slide, looked up 
at the cliff and spotted the two men as they were 
hurrying away from the ledge. 

“Bear Fighter, I’m sorry,” Flying Hawk uttered 
hastily as he and David ran headlong for their horses. 

Reaching the Appaloosa and swinging up onto 
the horse’s back, David replied, “Accidents happen.” 

Mounting his white stallion, Flying Hawk asked 
urgently, “Do you think they heard us?” 

“Probably,” David answered. They guided their 
horses down the rear slope, then reaching flat land, 
slapped their reins against their mounts, sending 
them running full speed across the plains. 

They hadn't traveled very far before the fifteen 
warriors were close behind them. The Indians were 
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armed, and as they gave chase they opened fire. 

The Apaches didn't aim for the men but for their 
horses, which afforded larger targets. The warrior 
riding in the lead got off an accurate shot, his fired 
bullet hitting Flying Hawk's white stallion. 

The horse dropped dead, and as it plunged to the 
ground Flying Hawk's leg became trapped beneath 
its heavy body. 

David, aware of what had happened, turned the 
Appaloosa about and charged back to get his friend, 

Precious seconds passed before Flying Hawk 
managed to free his leg, grab his rifle, jump to his 
feet, and ready himself to leap onto David's horse. 
Unfortunately, the lost seconds had been too costly 
and by now the Apaches had covered too much 
ground. 

Knowing they were now sitting ducks, David and 
Flying Hawk threw down their weapons and 
surrendered. 


Julianne was so frightened that her heart pounded 
rapidly and her stomach felt tied in knots as she 
waited for Diego's man to ride into sight. When she 
and the others had heard the gunfire, Diego had sent 
Miguel to investigate. After the man had ridden 
away, they had all dismounted to await Miguel's 
return. 

Julianne and Lynda had taken a stance a short way 
from the Mexicans and were staring desperately in 
the direction Miguel had taken, both praying he'd 
soon reappear with David and Flying Hawk riding 
alongside him. 

Wh... what if Flying Hawk and David are... 
are... ?’’ Lynda moaned weakly. 

“They're all right!’ Julianne stated firmly, re- 
fusing to even consider the worst. 

Suddenly, catching sight of Miguel coming back 
alone, Julianne moaned, ‘‘Oh God, no! .. . No!” 

The man’s horse was running at full speed, and 
within moments Miguel had reined in and dis- 
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mounted. He was reporting to Diego when Julianne — 
and Lynda joined them. 

“Sefior Hunter and Flying Hawk, they have been 
captured by the Apaches,” Miguel said hastily. “The 
Indians are camped about two miles to the south, 
There is a cliff close by and managed toclimb it and 
hide myself behind a boulder. From this position, I 
could see down into their camp. There are fifteen 
warriors and seven squaws. The women, they are 
fixing food. I think the warriors will wait until they 
have eaten before seeking their entertainment.” 

“Entertainment?” Julianne whispered fearfully. 

Diego answered bluntly, ‘‘It will give them much 
pleasure to kill a white man and a Sioux warrior.” 

“You must find a way to save them!" Julianne 
cried. 

Raising a brow, Diego asked with a cold smile, 
“How do you suggest I do that, sefiorita? There are 
fifteen warriors and I have only five men. I do not like 
the odds.” 

“Surely you don’t plan to just ride off and leave 
them!" she exclaimed. 

“That is exactly what I plan to do,” he uttered 
flatly. 

Alonso had been listening intently, and now a 
vicious gleam came to his eyes as he remarked 
gruffly, “Diego, the red-headed woman is mine!” 

Diego shrugged uncaringly. “If you want her, take 
her.” 

Anxious, Alonso stepped quickly to Julianne and 
grabbed her about the waist. 

Twisting free, Julianne shouted fiercely. “Stay 
away from me!” Pushing Alonso aside, she clutched 
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frantically at Diego’s arm. “What about the gold?” 
she cried. “I can’t believe you're willing to let so 
much wealth slip through your fingers!” 

Diego answered hesitantly, “‘Sefior Hunter cannot 
take me to the gold if he is dead.” 

“That's why you must save him! Don’t you want to 
be rich?” 

He grinned without humor. “A dead man cannot 
spend gold, sefiorita, and if I try to rescue Hunter I 
will be dead.” 

“Why don’t you and your men take the Apaches by 
surprise? You could shoot at them from up in the 
rocks!"” 

“It would do no good,” Diego replied. ‘They 
would kill Hunter and Flying Hawk before they even 
returned our gunfire.” 

“Then we must come up with a better plan!” she 
declared. 

He eyed her with interest. “Do you have a plan in 
mind?” 

God, how she wished she had a foolproof rescue! 
“No,” she answered reluctantly. “You have to give 
me time to think it over.” 

“You have five minutes,"’ Diego stated. 

“Five minutes!" she gasped. 

“Seforita,”” Miguel interrupted. “Sefior Hunter 
and Flying Hawk do not have much time. If we are to 
save them, we must move quickly.” 

Looking into the man’s eyes, she was surprised to 
detect a note of compassion. Thankfully, she realized 
she had at least one ally among Diego and his men. 

“Five minutes!'’ Diego repeated. Leaving abruptly, 
he walked over to his horse and took a bottle of 
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tequila from his saddle bags. The others soon 
followed their leader. 

Left alone with Lynda, Julianne began to pace 
back and forth. Her thoughts racing, she tried 
frantically to come up with a plan that Diego would 
accept. 

Lynda wrung her hand nervously and groaned, 
“Oh Julianne, what are we going to do?” 

“Hush!" Julianne snapped. “I must think!” She 
didn’t mean to be so abrupt with her friend, but 
David's life was depending on her and she mustn't be 
distracted. 

Julianne’s intelligence had always been quick, and 
as she continued pacing her mind conjured up 
several possibilities. But she found serious flaws in 
each of them and they had to be discarded. The 
minutes were crucially ticking away. She had to force 
herself not to think about the time. 

As Lynda watched her friend, she wished she could 
help, but her mind was a total blank. 

All at once, Julianne stopped her restless pacing, 
snapped her fingers, and exclaimed, “I've got it!” 
Her eyes sparkling with excitement, she called 
loudly, ““Diego!”’ 

His movements unhurried, Diego returned the 
tequila bottle to his saddle bags. Then, with his men 
accompanying him, he lumbered over to hear the 
gringa’s plan. 

Julianne spoke briskly. ‘Before I can tell you my 
plan, I need to ask a few questions.” 

nodded. “Ask your questions, sefiorita."” 

“T once read that Indians are in awe of anyone who 

is mentally deranged. Is that true?” 
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“Si, it is true,”’ Diego answered. 

Her entire mission had depended on this one piece 
of information. Julianne sighed with relief. Looking 
at Miguel, she asked, “‘Did you say that there is a cliff 
overlooking the Apaches’ camp?” 

“Si,” he replied. 

“If you and the others were to climb this cliff, 
could all of you remain undetected?” 

He again answered affirmatively. 

“Where exactly are David and Flying Hawk?” 

“At the edge of the camp. Their backs are to the 
cliff and their hands are tied behind them.” 

“Would it be possible for someone to slip down the 
side of the cliff and get close enough to David and 
Flying Hawk to untie them?” 

Miguel answered kindly, “Sefiorita, it would be 
possible, but it would not work because the Apaches 
would see what was happening.’ 

She then asked eagerly, “But what if all the Indians 
were preoccupied? If they were totally involved in 
something else, would it then be possible for some- 
one to successfully reach David and Flying Hawk 
and untie them?” 

“Si,” Miguel replied. “It would be possible.” 

Julianne smiled wiumphantly, then looked di- 
rectly at Diego and began explaining her plan. ‘“‘You 
and your men will take cover on the cliff. Meanwhile, 
I'll walk into the Apaches’ camp.” 

Interrupting, Diego declared incredulously, ‘“You 
must be loco! Only a crazy woman would do such a 
thing!” 

She eyed him shrewdly. “That's right, Diego. I 
would have to be totally deranged.” 
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Comprehending, Diego replied, “I understand, 
sefiorita. The Apaches, they will think you are 


She continued, “While the Indians are involved 
with me, you must sneak down the cliff with extra 
guns and free David and Flying Hawk. As soon as 
you have them untied, your men can cover you by 
opening fire.”’ 

Diego shook his head. “It is too dangerous, 
sefiorita, and I value my life. I will shoot from up in 
the rocks. You must find someone else to slip guns to 
Hunter and Flying Hawk.” 

“You damned coward!” she snapped angrily. 

He smirked distastefully. “I will not risk my life for 
a gringo and a Sioux warrior.” 

Julianne’s eyes searched Diego's men, praying one 
of them would volunteer to take the assignment. 

“T'll do it!” Lynda said suddenly. 

Julianne hadn’t considered Lynda, but she was 
willing to accept her help. Before she could express 
her thanks, Miguel spoke up, “The cliff is too steep 
for a woman to climb down it with guns. It would 
even be difficult for a man.” His eyes took on a 
gleam. “But if two people were to go together, it 
could be done. I will go with Sefiora Meyers to free 

Diego was satisfied. The rescue stood a good 
chance of succeeding and he would be safe firing 
down from the rocks. In fact, the gringa’s plan was so 
good that Sefior Hunter's life might be spared. The 
only one whose death was almost certain was 
Julianne’s. Diego had no qualms about that. He was 
only concerned with keeping David alive so that he 
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could lead him and the others to the gold. 

Miguel looked over Julianne carefully. “‘Sefiorita, 
dressed the way you are, the warriors might mistake 
you for a man and shoot you on sight. You must do 
something about your clothes.” 

Julianne thought for a moment, then asked 
Miguel to give her his knife. With Lynda accom- 
panying her, they went to the horses, stepped behind 
them, and out of the men’s vision. 

The Mexicans waited impatiently. After a few 
minutes had elasped, the women walked out from 
behind the horses. Julianne’s transformation drew 
appreciative gazes from the watching men. 

Using Miguel’s knife, she had drastically short- 
ened David's trousers and now her long, slender legs 
were revealed. She had also cut off the bottom of the 
shirt and had the ends knotted loosely beneath her 
breasts, baring her waist. She was barefoot, and 
her long, radiant tresses were falling freely down her 
back. 

Miguel drew in his breath. ‘‘Sefiorita, the Apaches 
will know that you are a woman, and a very beautiful 
one!" 

“Si,” Diego added, his eyes hungrily raking over 
her skimpily clad form. 

Alonso, also admiring the seductive sefiorita, 
licked his lips as he envisioned himself ravishing her. 
Si, someday she would be his to do with as he pleased! 

Although Julianne was uncomfortable beneath 
their scrutiny, she didn’t let on. She felt practically 
naked, but knew the way she was now feeling was 
mild compared to how she'd feel later in the midst of 
Apache warriors. 
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She wished she could take David's pistol with her, 
but dressed the way she was, there was no place to 
conceal a weapon. 

Despite the fearful pounding of her heart and the 
weakness in her knees, Julianne lifted her chin 
bravely and remarked with authority, “Stop standing 
around gawking like you've never seen a woman 
before! We have plans to make and time’s running 
out!” 


Lorita could feel Salvador’s eyes on her and she 
purposefully kept her gaze turned away from his. She 
ate her lunch slowly and with little appetite. This 
was the first time she had dined alone with Salvador, 
for Isabella had always been present, and Salvador 
usually had one or more of his men at the table. 


ee 


Today, however, Isabella had gone into town with | 
Benito, and Salvador hadn't invited anyone else to 


join them for lunch. 
Lorita was sitting on Salvador'’s left. As he refilled 


his glass of wine, he asked, “Would you like some — 


more wine, sefiorita?”’ 


“No, thank you,” she murmured. Pushing aside — 


her plate, she started to rise. 

Detaining her, Salvador remarked, ‘You haven't 
finished your meal. Aren't you hungry?” 

“Not especially,” she replied softly. 

“Lorita, do not leave. Stay and talk to me.” 

She looked at him through lowered lashes. “But I 
have work to do, sefior.”” 


Losing his patience, Salvador grumbled, “Your 
work can wait! Lorita, why do you keep avoiding 
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me? Have I done something to offend you?” 

Lorita fiddled absently with her napkin. Oh, she 
was really blundering her assignment! Esteban was 
expecting so much from her, and so far she had failed 
him miserably. She had been so foolish to believe she 
could inveigle Salvador into taking her into his 
confidence. She was too naive, too inexperienced, to 
know how to lure a man into a trap. But she must! 
She must! This man had brutally killed her sister and 
had gotten off scot-free. He deserved to pay for his 
crime! If she didn’t help bring him to justice, then he 
might never be punished. 

As she continued toying with her napkin, Lorita 
looked at Salvador and forced herself to smile 
warmly. “You haven't offended me and I’m not 
trying to avoid you. It’s just that... that...” 

“Go on,” he coaxed. 

“I'm in awe of you, patron,” she whispered. 

A tender smile came to his face. “Lorita,"’ he 
murmured gently, reaching over and placing his 
hand on her arm. ‘There is no reason for you to feel 
that way.” 

She continued to lead him on. “Also, Isabella is 
your woman, which leaves no place for me in your 
life, unless I'm willing to share you with her. And I 
could not do that, patron.” She moved his hand away 
from her arm, for his touch was evoking a strange 
feeling within her. 

“My relationship with Isabella is not a per- 
manent one. I am not in love with her, nor is she in 
love with me.” 

“Then why ...?” She left her question hanging. 

“Lorita, my pretty innocent, women like Isabella 


315 


-_ 


are used by men for entertainment. When she leaves 
me, she'll simply move on to another man.” 

“I understand,” she murmured. 

“Lorita, would it be too presumptuous of me to 
believe that you care for me in the same way that I 
care for you?” 

She blushed naturally. “Si, Salvador. I care very 
much.” 

He was pleased. “‘Lorita, 1 won't pressure you or 
try to rush you. We will let nature take its course, 
However, I will break off my relationship with 
Isabella. Diego Ordéiiez will be returning soon, and 
she used to be his woman. She will probably go back 
to him.” 

“Who is this Diego Orddéiiez, and where has he 
been?”’ she delved. 

“He works for me, and he’s been in the Black | 
Hills.” | 

“What was he doing there?” 

“Delivering rifles to the Sioux in exchange for | 
gold.” 

Lorita tensed. Already Salvador trusted her | 
enough to speak of the gold. Maybe, soon, he'd even 
tell her where he was hiding this gold. Although she 
was tempted to probe further, she realized showing 
too much interest might arouse Salvador's suspicion, 
Wisely, she changed the subject, giving the impres- 
sion that the gold was of no importance to her. 

“Salvador,” she began, “will you tell me about — 
yourself? Benito told me that you come from Spain. — 
Why did you leave your home to come here?” # 

Salvador was pleased that Lorita was apparently — 
taking an interest in him. He thought it was a sign — 
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that she truly cared. Leaning back in his chair and 
lighting a cheroot, he decided to tell her the whole 
truth about himself. “Before I was born, my mother 
visited Mexico. She had an uncle who lived over here. 
He’s now dead. During her visit, she met a man. I 
understand that this man was an aristocrat, a rich 
landowner. Although she was apparently infatuated 
with him, she was engaged to Ferdinand Leén. Leon 
was an important man in Spain, and my mother 
knew she must marry him or else bring down her 
own family’s ruin. However, during her stay with her 
uncle, she had an affair with this rich landowner. 
When she returned to Spain, she realized that she was 
pregnant. Nonetheless, she married Ferdinand. Her 
pregnancy was too far advanced for her to deceive 
Ferdinand into believing the child was his. He 
could've had the marriage annulled, but he was in 
love with my mother and was willing to forgive her 
and accept her bastard child as his own.” 

Salvador paused and took a drink of his wine, then 
continued, “I am the bastard that Ferdinand so 
graciously accepted. My mother and Ferdinand had 
three sons of their own, but since I was the oldest, I 
naturally grew up believing that someday I would 
reap all the rewards that are granted to the oldest son. 
I knew nothing of the circumstances surrounding 
my birth. I thought I was Ferdinand’s natural son. 

“A couple of years ago, my mother became gravely 
ill. Although she was only moments from death she 
insisted that she talk alone with me. She was afraid 
_ that after she passed away, Ferdinand would cast me 
out. I was not his son, and his acceptance of me had 
been superficial. He had tolerated my presence all 
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those years simply to pacify my mother. Anyway, 
those were my mother’s suspicions, and as it turned 
out, she had been right. 

“On my mother’s deathbed, she told me the truth 
about myself.” Salvador showed Lorita his ring, 
“She gave this to me and told me that my real father © 
had given it to her. I asked her his name, but by then | 
she was so weak that she could barely speak. She tried © 
to tell me who he was, but my father’s name died on 
her lips. Now, I suppose I'll never know who he is, 
All I know about him is that he lives in Mexico and is 
a wealthy landowner.” 

“The day after my mother's funeral, Ferdinand 
threw me out. He gave me a little money, told me 
there were no hard feelings, and sent me on my way. I 
came here to Mexico. I think somewhere in the back 
of my mind, I have hopes of learning my true father’s 
identity.” 

Salvador shrugged as though unconcerned. ‘“Why 
I want to find him is beyond me. The same as 
Ferdinand, he’s an aristocrat and wouldn't claim me © 
even if he knew of my existence.” He uttered bitterly, 
“Aristocrats! They all believe themselves above 
reproach as they hide their sins behind an over- — 
abundance of wealth. They have no compassion for 
the less fortunate, or for the... bastards of this — 
world! Bastards who are here because these rich 
aristocrats enjoyed their dalliances behind closed 
doors!”’ 

Esteban and Maria weren't in Lorita’s thoughts as — 
she reached over and gently held Salvador's hand. “I 
am sorry,’ she murmured sincerely. 

He smiled wanly. “Don't feel sorry for me, little 
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one. Someday, I will be as rich as the aristocrats and 
will mingle among them as an equal. Who knows, I 
may even unknowingly rub shoulders with my real 
father.”’ 

“You should try to find out who he is.” 

He looked at her questioningly. “I don't know 
where to begin. I know so little about him. The only 
connection I have with my father is through this 
ring. 

Lorita studied the exquisite piece of jewelry, 

brushing her fingers lightly over the glittering 

stones. “Your father must have loved your mother 

very much to present her with such an expensive 
ft.” 

Ae don't suppose I'll ever know for sure if I was 

created out of love or lust.” 

“Does it really matter?” 

“Yes!” he declared firmly. ““To me, it matters very 
much!” 
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One of the Apache warriors could speak a little of 
the Sioux language, and although his vocabulary 
was limited, with the help of hand signals he was 
able to communicate with Flying Hawk and David. 
He felt no compassion for the two captives and took 
great pleasure in letting them know that they would 
die. However, he was quite willing to talk about 
himself and his traveling kinsmen. He explained to 
the prisoners that he and the others were planning to 
join forces with the renowned Apache warrior, Nana, 
and his band of renegades. The planned rendezvous 
would take place tonight, then tomorrow morning 
they would head for the Sierra Mountains. 

The warrior would have eagerly revealed more 
information, but by then the squaws had the 
noonday meal prepared. His desire for food was 
stronger than his desire to talk with the white man 
and the Sioux warrior, so he had left the prisoners. 

Now, as David and Flying Hawk sat side by side, 
their hands bound, they silently watched the Apaches 


$20 


as they hastily devoured their lunch. 

“Bear Fighter,” Flying Hawk said softly, breaking 
the silence, “you shouldn't have ridden back for me. 
When my horse went down, you should have kepton 

ing.” 
els that what you'd have done? If it had been the 
other way around, would you have ridden away?” 

The warrior smiled weakly. “No, Bear Fighter. I 
would not have left you.” 

“Flying Hawk, my brother, why should my love 
for you be any less?” 

Thinking back, Flying Hawk murmured, “When 
we were boys, I once told you that if someday we were 
to meet on the battlefield, I would lay down my 
weapon and let you take my life. Do you remember?” 

“Yes, I do. What made you think about that?” 

Flying Hawk shrugged. “I suppose when a man 
knows he’s about to die, he starts remembering."’ He 
was quiet for a moment, then asked gravely, “What 
will happen to our women? I do not trust Diego or 
his men.” 

“I don’t think Diego will have them killed,”’ David 
answered, sounding more optimistic than he felt. 
Suddenly, a deep groan came from David's throat as 
his thoughts turned to Alonso. Good God, would 
Julianne be at Alonso's mercy? 

“What are you thinking about, Bear Fighter?” 

His face set, David remarked firmly, “If by some 
miracle we get out of this alive, we're taking Julianne 
and Lynda back to Fort Laramie! To hell with the 
army and their mission! I won't risk the life of the 
woman I love, nor will I risk Lynda’s life, to keep a 
bunch of Mexicans from selling guns to the Sioux!” 
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Flying Hawk nodded in agreement. “My thoughts 
are the same as yours, Bear Fighter. But I fear that we 
are too late to save the women.” Watching the 
Apaches getting hastily to their feet, he added, ““We 
have only a few more minutes to live.” 

They expected their captors to come for them. 
When the Indians began looking and moving in the 
opposite direction, Flying Hawk muttered, “I won- 
der what's going on?” 

Their tied hands made it a litle awkward for them 
to stand, but managing to do so, they peered 
curiously into the distance as they tried to see what 
had captured the Apaches’ interest. 

“My God!" David exclaimed, barely believing his 
own eyes. His voice breaking with emotion, he 
yelled, “Julianne! Julianne, no!” 


Julianne walked into the Apache camp with the 
grace and imperial air of a queen confronting her 
subjects. Although she was dressed in cut-off buck- 
skins, she couldn't have moved more elegantly if 
she'd been wearing a royal gown. There was a proud 
lift to her head, and her shiny auburn tresses, which 
blew gently in the wind, were like a radiant crown. 

The Apaches were shocked by the woman's 
mystifying presence. Who was she? What was she 
doing here? Where had she come from? Was she a 
white spirit? 

Julianne continued her unhurried approach. She 
had heard David call out to her and the mere sound of 
his voice had penetrated her heart. She longed tocall 
back to him, to tell him how much she loved him; 
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more practically she wished she could let him know 
that Lynda and Miguel were at this very moment 
slipping down the side of the cliff. But she didn’t dare 
look in David's direction from fear that the Apaches 
might follow her gaze and catch sight of Lynda and 
Miguel. 

The Apaches continued to gape at the woman. 
Some of them seemed in awe of her, while others were 
so shocked that they were too numb to react. Had this 
white woman lost her mind? Was she haunted by evil 
spirits? 

Julianne was now in the midst of the incredulous 
Indians, and as they began to circle her, she was 
afraid she might faint from sheer fright. Incredibly, 
she managed to keep her fear hidden from their 
watching eyes and proceeded to walk through the 
congregation as though she were totally unaware of 
the danger to herself. She longed to glance in David's 
direction and see if Miguel and Lynda had arrived, 
but didn’t dare turn her gaze. Also, she was tempted 
to look up at the cliff, for the sight of Diego and his 
men would be comforting. However, with a bravery 
she never knew she had, she kept her eyes forward, 
their expression totally blank, giving the impression 
that she was indeed deranged. 

Meanwhile, as Julianne held the Apaches’ un- 
divided attention, David was torn between running 
to her or staying where he was. With his hands tied, 
he certainly couldn't do anything to protect her. 
Besides, he knew Julianne wouldn’t brazenly walk 
into the camp without a reason. She and the others 
must have some kind of rescue in mind. He didn’t 
want to do anything that might ruin their plans. 
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By now Julianne was completely surrounded by 
the Indians and David could barely see her. He was 
about to move so that he could get a better view when 
he heard Miguel's voice close behind him. 

“Do not move. Sefiora Meyers and I, we are going 
to cut you free." 

Quickly Miguel and Lynda freed the men, then 
handed each of them a rifle. 

As the prisoners were being set free, the Apache 
warrior who considered himself the leader began to 
grow suspicious of the strange white woman. As he 
whirled about to check on his two captives, a barrage 
of bullets were suddenly fired down into his camp. 
His gaze flew to the top of the cliff, where he saw 
several men firing. He whirled back around to seize 
the white woman. She was lying flat on the ground, 
and he wondered if one of his men had already killed 
her. He decided to see if she was still alive. 

Miguel had told Julianne that when the shooting 
began she was to drop to the ground and lie perfectly 
still. She had done as the man advised, and, now she 
remained prone, her eyes closed tightly. Thunderous 
gunshots echoed all about her and she could hear the 
warriors’ running feet as they rushed for their 
weapons. Their moans and cries also reached her 
ears, and she knew without looking that many of the 
Indians were dying. As she remained still, not daring 
to move an inch, she wondered fearfully if a bullet 
would find its way to her. 

The moment the shooting had erupted, Miguel, 
Lynda, and Flying Hawk had taken cover, and the 
men were now firing into the chaotic camp as David 
made his way through the violence and to Julianne. 
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The Apache leader, moving stealthily, reached 
Julianne and knelt beside her. He could see that she 
was breathing, and a deadly gleam shone in his black 
eyes. Knowing he and the others were doomed, he 
swore to himself that he'd kill the woman before he 
died. She was to blame for this massacre, for he now 
knew why she had entered his camp. Although he 
was determined to kill her, and would take great 
pride in doing so, he grudgingly admired her 
bravery. 

Julianne wasn’t aware of the warrior’s close 
presence, and when he suddenly grabbed her long 
hair, jerking her head upward, she screamed with 
surprise as well as fear. 

Raising his tomahawk, the Apache was seconds 
away from sending it crashing against Julianne’s 
skull when David's fired bullet slammed into the 
warrior's chest. Dropping his weapon, the Apache 
leader fell over backwards; he was dead as his body hit 
the ground. 

Sitting up, Julianne sobbed happily at the sight of 
David rushing to her side. Kneeling so that his body 
sheltered hers, David got off two more shots before 
there were no warriors alive to return the gunfire. 

It had been an easy and quick victory, for most of 
the warriors had left their weapons behind when they 
had walked off to stare at Julianne. 

The Apache squaws’ mournful cries sounded all 
about the camp as Julianne went into David's arms. 
As she held her man close she felt a certain pity for the 
crying women. However, she had a feeling that if it 
had been the other way around, these squaws would 
have had no sympathy for her. If she had it to do all 
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over again, she'd still enter this camp and save 
David's life, regardless of how many Apache lives it 
cost. 
“Julianne,” David murmured, holding her posses- 
sively. ‘Darlin’, I can hardly believe you took such a 
Smiling, she gazed into his eyes. “David Hunter, 
don’t you dare chastise me for trying to save your life. 
I would walk through the fires of hell for you.” 
Cupping her face in his hands, he said with deep 
emotion, “I never dreamed that a woman could love 
me as much as you do.”’ His grin askew, he added, 
“By the way, I sure am proud of you.’ He drew her 
closer, and his lips came down on hers, expressing 
his undying love with a sweet, urgent kiss. 


They had put quite a distance between themselves 
and the Apache camp before David told Diego that he 
wanted to stop for a rest. The Mexican preferred to 
keep traveling, but when David insisted, he relented 
and pulled up his horse. 

Flying Hawk and the women rode behind David 
as he led them a short way from the Mexicans. They 
had taken three of the Apaches’ horses, and it was no 
longer necessary for them to ride double. 

As they dismounted, David motioned for them to 
gather close. Speaking in a hushed tone, he told the 
women, ‘‘Flying Hawk and I have decided to take 
you both back to Fort Laramie. This mission isn't 
worth you two risking your lives.” 

“Diego won't let us leavel” Julianne exclaimed 
quietly. 
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“There's not much he can do about it if we disarm 
his men. They can't come after us without guns.” 

Julianne smiled happily. “Oh David, I'm so glad 
you've made this decision!” Maybe now she and 
David could marry, go to his ranch, and get on with 
their lives. 

Lynda was also pleased. Although she dreaded 
telling Flying Hawk good-bye and knew this would 
make their parting come about sooner, she was 
anxious to leave their present circumstances and 
return to the safety of the fort. 

“How do you plan to disarm Diego and his men?” 
Julianne asked softly. 

“We'll have to wait until tonight when most of 
them will be asleep,” David answered, keeping his 
voice low. Catching sight of Diego and Alonso 
coming toward them, David whispered urgently, “Be 
careful and act as normal as possible. Diego's a sly 
sonofabitch.” 

Arriving, the two men stood before the small 
group. Smiling broadly, Diego remarked, ‘“‘Sefior 
Hunter, your woman is very brave. Si?’’ 

David nodded. “Yeah, she’s quite a gal.” He 
thought it best not to sound too enthused. 

Diego, poised close to Julianne, remained smiling 
as he gave the outward impression that he was feeling 
amicable. Inwardly, he was filled with distrust. He 
and Alonso hadn’t walked over to praise Julianne, 
but to take Hunter and Flying Hawk by surprise. 

All at once, lurching with fantastic speed, Diego 
grabbed Julianne, drew his pistol and placed the 
barrel against her temple. Glaring at David, he 
commanded, ‘‘Ease your pistol out of the holster, 
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then place it on the ground. If you hesitate, I will kill 
your woman!” . 

His gun aimed at Flying Hawk, Alonso ordered 
gruffly, “Take your rifle and Hunter's off your horses 
and lay them here at my feet!”’ 

The rest of Diego’s men ambled over, their hands 
hovering above their holstered pistols. 

Slipping his gun from its holster, David asked, 
“What the hell’s goin’ on?"’ Carefully, he placed his 
pistol on the ground. 

Diego waited for Flying Hawk to carry out 
Alonso's order before answering, “I do not trust you, 
sefior."’ He released Julianne, and she went quickly 
to David's side. 

“Why don’t you trust me?” David questioned, 
wrapping an arm about Julianne’s waist and 
drawing her close. 

Scowling, Diego answered, “I am faced with a 
puzzle, amigo, and the pieces do not seem to fit. Why 
did the sefiorita risk her life to save you? Why should 
she save a man who not only killed five soldiers, but 
is also planning to steal gold from his government? It 
seems to me, Sefior Hunter, that you and your 
woman went to great lengths to make me believe that 
she was hostile toward you. I think, maybe, it was all 
an act.”’ 

“I didn’t risk my life to save David!” Julianne 
blurted. “I was trying to save myself from Alonso! I 
knew if David died, you'd hand me over to Alonso!” 

Diego chuckled. “Your mind is very quick, 
sefiorita. But you cannot make me believe you saved 
Hunter out of fear for yourself. When you were 
pleading with me to help Hunter, I did not see fear in 
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your eyes, but love. So save your breath, sefiorita. Ido 
not want to hear any more of your lies!” 

“What are you goin’ to do?" David asked. 

Grinning coldly, Diego answered, “Nothing, 
senor. I will wait and let Salvador decide if you are 
telling the truth about the gold.” 

“Who's Salvador?”’ David questioned. 

“Salvador Leon. He is the boss.” 

Alonso’s eyes roamed ravenously over Julianne’s 
skimpily clad flesh as he muttered anxiously, 
“Diego, I want the woman!” 

“Diego!” David uttered strongly. “If you let 
Alonso so much as touch Julianne, I'll never tell you 
where the gold is buried!" 

The huge Mexican studied David thoughtfully. “I 
have a feeling, sefior, that you have not been honest 
with me.” He shrugged calmly. “But I could be 
wrong. With so much gold involved, I must not make 
any hasty decisions. We will go on to Mexico, but you 
and Flying Hawk will remain unarmed.” Turning to 
Alonso, he said firmly, ‘Stay away from the sefiorita! 
If you bother her without my permission, I will kill 
youl” 

Wheeling about, Diego headed toward his horse, 
ordering, “Mount up! We can make many more 
miles before dark!"’ 


That night, Diego allowed David and Flying 
Hawk to keep their camp separated from his. 
Actually, the Mexican preferred it this way, for the 
women’s presence was becoming a big temptation to 
his men. They had been celibate too long and needed 
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a woman’s affections. He'd be relieved when this trip | 
was behind him. 

As David and the others sat about their separate 
campfire, conversation was at a minimum, for they 
were all involved in their own somber thoughts. 

Sighing heavily, David finally murmured, “Every- 
thing is my fault.” His eyes flitting from Julianne to 
Lynda, he added, “If anything happens to either of 
you, I'll be to blame.”’ 

Julianne was at his side, and placing her hand on 
his arm, she said hastily, “‘None of this is your fault, 
darling. And I'm sure Lynda feels the same way as I 

“She's right,” Lynda spoke up. “I’m not blaming 
you.” 

He appreciated their kindness, but his spirits 
remained low. He still blamed himself and there was 
nothing they could say that would change his mind. 
He brushed his fingers through his hair, a gesture he 
commonly used when he was upset. “I've got to find 
a way to convince this Salvador Leon that I know 
where the gold is located. It’s the only chance we have 
of getting out of this alive." Turning to Julianne, he 
continued, “Sweetheart, if I show you too much 
affection or consideration, Salvador’s liable to sus- 
pect that I’m not the kind of a man who could kill 
five soldiers in cold blood. After we meet up with 
Salvador, I'm gonna treat you coldly and maybe even 
bully you some.” 

Julianne smiled. “I'll understand, David.” She 
laughed lightly. 

“What are you thinking about?”’ David asked. 

“When I came out West it was to find adventure 
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and excitement. Well, I've had enough adventure and 
excitement to last me a lifetime, and now I'm more 
than willing to take my father’s advice.” 

“What was his advice?” David wanted to know. 

“He told me that I should get married and spend 
my time making a comfortable home for my husband 
and children.” 

“I can’t argue with his advice,’’ David replied, 
drawing Julianne into his arms. ‘That is, as long as 
I’m your husband and the father of your children.” 

She smiled pertly. “If that was a marriage 
proposal, then my answer is yes.” 

Lynda looked on as the couple embraced, and her 
heart filled with envy. If only she and Flying Hawk 
could marry and raise children. The warrior was 
seated at her side. As her eyes sought his, she could see 
her own thoughts mirrored in his despondent gaze. 

Releasing Julianne, David remarked quietly, “I 
imagine Salvador trusts Diego and listens to what he 
has to say. It’s too bad Diego lost what little faith he 
had in me. It would be in our favor to have him on 
our side. If only there was some way to get Diego to 
start trusting me.” 

Agreeing, Julianne set her mind to thinking, and 
as her thoughts ran deeply she happened to glance 
toward the other camp. She watched with little 
interest as Diego left his men to go into the 
surrounding darkness. 

Suddenly a gleam came to her eyes as a plan began 
to take form. Her thoughts were now running 
swiftly, and deciding her plan would work, she 
quickly rose to her feet. Knowing there wasn't time to 
tell David and Flying Hawk what was on her mind, 
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she looked at Lynda and said tersely, ‘Come with 
“Where are we going?” she asked. 

“I need to go into the distance for a moment, and] _ 
don't want to go by myself.” 

Complying, Lynda stood and followed her friend. _ 
When they were well concealed by the dark shadows — 
of night, Julianne grasped Lynda’s hand and guided 
her in the direction Diego had taken. 

“What are you doing?” Lynda demanded. 

“Sh... sh!” Julianne cautioned. “I don’t want 
Diego to hear us yet.” 

“Yet?” Lynda questioned. 

In Julianne’s judgment they were now in the path 
Diego would take on his way back to camp. Pausing, 
she whispered to Lynda, “I think I can get David 
back into Diego's good graces.” 

“How?” her friend asked urgently. 

“I don’t have time to explain. But you and I are — 
going to act outa little scene for Diego's benefit. Just Dt 
follow my cues.” Hearing Diego’s approaching — 
footsteps, Julianne said quietly, ‘““He’s coming.” ‘ 

Lynda was at a total loss, and when Julianne 
suddenly broke into heartrending sobs, she was 
astounded. 

“Oh Lynda!” Julianne cried loudly. “I love David - 
so much, and he cares nothing about me! I know I 
shouldn't love him! He's a murderer and a thief!” 

Diego, pausing in the shadows, listened closely. 

Julianne’s cries continued, ‘The other night, 
David actually had the gall to tell me about the day 
killed those poor soldiers!" She sobbed dramatically 
before carrying on, ‘David's an unfeeling mons 
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He said it’s my fault that Diego doesn’t trust him! I 
risked my life to save him! You'd think he'd be 
grateful!” 

Responding to Julianne’s cues, Lynda said firmly, 
“J don’t see how you can even stand the man, let 
alone love him!" 

“T can't help myself!" she bawled. ‘“‘When he first 
protected me from Alonso, I thought he cared! But he 
doesn’t! He just doesn’t want to share his woman! As 
soon as he grows tired of me, he'll discard me as 
though I were an old worn-out shirt!” Placing her 
hands over her face, Julianne’s sobs increased. 

“For God's sake, Julianne!’ Lynda declared 
impatiently. “He isn’t worth crying over! He's the 
kind of man who'll never love a woman. That 
damned Confederate gold is all he cares about!’ She 
tugged at the other woman's arm. “Let's go back to 
camp before David or Flying Hawk come looking for 
us.” Her voice grew frigid. ‘And, Julianne, I don’t 
care what you say! If we manage to escape, or if we're 
set free, I'm turning David in to the army.” 

“What about Flying Hawk?” 

“Him too!” she announced sharply. 

Diego had heard enough. Making a wide circle 
around the women, he headed back to camp. He had 
been right about the gringa being in love, but he had 
apparently been wrong about Hunter. If the sefiorita 
believed David was a murderer and a thief, then he 
most likely was. However, to be on the safe side, he'd 
continue to keep Hunter's and Flying Hawk's guns. 
But when he talked to Salvador, he'd tell him that, in 
his opinion, Sefior Hunter could be trusted. 

‘As the women hurried back to their own campfire, 
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“Yes, I'm sure he did,”’ Julianne answered. 
“Do you suppose he'll return Flying Hawk's and — 
David's re 

“I doubt if he'll go that far,”’ Julianne replied. 
“But, hopefully, he’ll put in a good word for David 
when he sees Salvador Leén.” 

Upon their return, Lynda promptly told the men | 
what Julianne had done and the way in which she 
had played along with her. 

Stepping to the woman he loved and taking her 
into his embrace, David murmured, “Julianne, you 
never fail to amaze me. The next time the army needs 
my services, I’m goin’ to recommend that they hire 
you as my partner.” 

She smiled saucily. ‘““We won't have time to work 
for the army. I'm going to be too busy having your 
babies. And you're going to be too busy making 

He grinned wryly. ‘You'll get no argument from 
me, Miss Ross.” i 
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Chapler Tusenty~ Foun 


Hannah and Sarah were thoroughly enjoying 
their bath in the Rio Grande. The river was warm 
and shallow, and now that their bodies were clean 
and their hair washed, mother and daughter in- 
dulged in frolicsome play. Sarah's laughter was 
music to Hannah's ears. Now, if only she'd start 
talking. Surely she'll soon be chattering away! 
Hannah thought, her hopes high. Sarah had already 
improved so much! The haunted, blank expression 
had gone out of the girl’s eyes and they were now 
filled again with intelligence and curiosity. Hannah 
considered her daughter's improvement miraculous 
and gave Justin Smith full credit. 

Hannah smiled reflectively. She had never 
dreamed that Sarah could be so taken with a man, nor 
had she imagined that a rugged mountaineer could 
be so gentle with a child. Justin Smith was an enigma 
and Hannah couldn't begin to understand him. 

As Sarah continued to play in the water, Hannah 
gazed dreamily across the river. The sun was 
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disappearing over the horizon, its sinking rays filli 
the western part of the sky with a brilliant golden 
hue. Nature's beautiful painting escaped Hannah's 
observation, for her thoughts were too involved with — 
Justin. She had never felt about a man the way she © 
felt about Justin. He awakened a wanton hunger in — 
her that she herself found almost shameful. Noteven — 
her husband had stirred such ardent feelings, bur 
then he and Justin were as different as night and day, 

Thoughts of her husband sent her musings 
drifting to Justin's wife. It was hard for her to 
imagine the rugged scout loving a woman as much as 
he had apparently loved Molly. She found herself 
envying the woman for having known Justin’s love, 
She tried to envison Justin as a husband and father. It _ 
would undoubtedly be wonderful to have a man like 
him sharing your home, your bed, and your children! 
As a husband, he’d make a woman feel loved and 
protected, and would be the kind of father that his 
children would idolize. 

She thought about little Rebecca. Considering — 
how gentle and loving Justin was with Sarah, she 
had no doubts that Justin and Rebecca had been very — 
close. She glanced down at her daughter. Sarah was — 
still sitting in the water, splashing handfuls of it over 
her face and hair. Sympathy entered Hannah's heart : 
as she wondered if Sarah reminded Justin of his own 
daughter. I'm sure she does make him think of 
Rebecca, she thought somberly. How sad it must be 
for him! 

By now the sun had made its full descent, taking 
the day’s warmth with it. Feeling a little chilled, 
Hannah ended her musings and told Sarah that it 
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was time to get out and dry off. 

Wading onto the bank, Sarah grabbed a blanket, 
dried herself vigorously, then slipped into the scout’s 
buckskin shirt in lieu of a nightgown. Anxious to 
return to camp and see Justin, she didn’t wait for her 
mother but scampered away, leaving Hannah 
smiling at her hasty departure. 

Hannah picked up the discarded blanket and 
rubbed it thoroughly over her wet flesh. Then, dried, 
she wrapped the cover about her. She set about 
washing their clothes, and when she was finished, 
headed toward camp. If she arranged their wet 
apparel close to the fire, the garments would be dry in 
the morning. 

Justin had set up camp in a small clearing 
surrounded by shrubbery. As Hannah made her way 
through the foliage and onto open ground, she 
wasn't surprised to see her daughter cuddled in the 
scout’s lap. 

“She's asleep,” Justin said softly. 

Kneeling beside the fire to spread out the wet 
garments, Hannah replied, “Sarah certainly enjoyed 
her bath. She even played a little.”” Hannah lifted her 
gaze to Justin’s. ‘I think she'll soon be talking. Don’t 
your” 

“I hope so,” he answered. Standing, he carried the 
child to her bedroll and laid her down. He then called 
Spot and he told the dog to lie beside Sarah. Catching 
sight of Hannah's questioning gaze, he explained, 
“Ma'am, I reckon you're against this smelly varmint 
sleepin’ next to your daughter, but if there’s trouble, 
the dog will protect Sarah.” 

He paused, then continued hesitantly, “It might 
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comfort you to know that when I was takin’ my bath, 
I gave the dog one too. So he ain't really all that 
smelly.” 
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Hannah laughed warmly. “I have no objections to © 


Spot sleeping beside Sarah. I'm grateful that we have 
the dog with us.” 

Justin smiled somewhat tentatively. “I'm glad you 
feel that way, ‘cause I'm kinda fond of this black 
varmint.” 

“How long have you owned the dog?”’ 

Moving back to his own bedroll, Justin sat down 
and answered, ‘He doesn’t belong to me. He's 
David's dog.” 

“Then why is he with you?” 

“Well, that’s a long story,”’ he drawled. 

Leaving the fire and stepping to Justin, she sat 
down beside him. “I have a lot of time. So why don’t 
you tell me this long story."’ As she waited for him to 
begin, she ran her fingers through her wet hair, 
trying vainly to free the tangles. 


Reaching into the bag holding his packed belong- 


ings, Justin handed her a comb. “Here, try this." 

Taking it she exclaimed, “Oh I wished I'd known 
you had a comb! I could've groomed Sarah's hair 
before she fell asleep.”’ 

“I kinda combed it for her before you got back. But 
I ain't too good at things like that.” 

Hannah smiled inwardly, her affection for Justin 
deepening. She wrapped her blanket snugly about 
her. Then as she ran the comb through her long hair, 
she suggested again, ‘“Why don’t you tell me about 
David and why you have his dog?” 

Deciding there was no harm in Hannah knowing 
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David's reason for going to Mexico, Justin began 
telling her about the Sioux exchanging gold for 
rifles, and the way in which General Johnson had 
acquired David's services along with Flying Hawk’s. 
He also let her know about the stagecoach driver's 
death and that Julianne and Lynda were now riding 
with David and the others. 

Handing him his comb, Hannah murmured 
guiltily, “If it hadn’t been for Sarah and me, you'd 
still be following your friends.”’ 

For a fleeting moment, Justin admired Hannah's 
long, golden hair and the way in which the blond 
tresses cascaded gracefully past her shoulders. For the 
first time in four years he felt desire stir deep within 
him. He quickly buried the feeling and mumbled 
considerately, “‘Ma’am, you might as well stop feelin’ 
guilty. What's done is done. Besides, none of it is 
your fault." He reached over and patted her hand. 
“All that matters is gettin’ that little girl of yours to 
the fort safe and sound. And, together, you and I are 
gonna do that, aren’t we?” 

“Yes, we are,”’ she whispered intensely, finding the 
touch of his hand thrilling. 

He withdrew his hand, unaware that Hannah was 
wishing he hadn't. Digging into his packed bag, he 
brought out a bottle of whiskey. 

Looking on, Hannah was surprised. Justin had 
refrained from drinking since rescuing her and 
Sarah. “I...1 didn’t know you were a drinking 
man,” she stammered, her tone reproachful. 

Immediately on the defensive, he grumbled, “I 
suppose you're one of these women who are against a 
man havin’ a nip every now and then. Temperance, 
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“No,” she began evenly, “I'm not totally against a 
man drinking. But I have seen what it can do toa 
man. It took control of my husband and soon meant 
more to him than his wife and daughter.” 

“Well, I don’t have to worry about that, do I?”’ he 
asked, his voice laced with bitterness. ‘Cause I don't 
have a wife and daughter. Not anymore.” Uncap- 
ping the bottle he quaffed down a huge swallow of 
the potent liquor. His face set, he mumbled bluntly, 
“J like my spirits. I guess you could say that I drink to 
excess. But there ain't nothin’ you can say that'll 
convince me to put this bottle away. I got more of em 
in my bag, and I'll drink whenever and as often as I 
please. I don’t mean to sound rude, ma'am, but that's 
the way I feel.” 

“But you're responsible for Sarah and me,” she 
argued. ‘How can you protect us if you're drunk?” 

Helping himself to another big drink, he replied 
flatly, “Don't worry, ma'am. If trouble should arise, 
Spot will warn me, and I can shoot just as good 
drunk as I can sober. Maybe even better.” 

“I doubt that!" she snapped angrily. 

Resenting her criticism, he mumbled gruffly, 
“Ma’am, whydon't you mosey on to your bedroll.and 
get some sleep . . . and leave me in peace.” 

Justin’s need for alcohol brought memories of her 
husband's excessive drinking flooding back to her. 
Liquor had ruined her husband, and she now 
feared what it would do to Justin. Her life and her 
daughter's life was dependent on this man. How — 
could he take care of them if he was muddled with 
whiskey? 
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Standing, she looked down coldly at Justin and 
remarked, “I'll leave you in peace and to your 
drinking. Good night, Justin.” 

He gulped another swallow, then muttered, 
“Good night, ma’am.” 

She started to turn away, but changing her mind, 
she asked, “Why do you always call mé ‘ma’am’? 
Why do you refuse to call me ‘Hannah’? Do you have 
something against my name?” 

“No ma’am,” he answered honestly. “I just don’t 
want to get too familiar. Not with you or any other 

She looked scornfully at the bottle in his hand. 
“You don't need a woman, Mr. Smith! You have 
your whiskey.” 

“That's right,”” he remarked, unruffled. 

She turned about and went to the bedroll she 
shared with Sarah. The extra blankets Justin had 
fortunately packed on his mule had now become very 
useful. 

Lying down, Hannah turned her back to Justin. 
She looked at Spot, who was keeping a protective 
stance beside the child. She called to the dog, and 
wagging his tail, he scooted next to her. As he placed 
his large head on her shoulder he emitted a long, 
sorrowful whine. Wrapping an arm about the dog’s 
neck, she whispered, “You don’t like it when Justin 
drinks, do you? Well, Spot, my friend, tonight I'll 
indulge him and let him drink to his heart's content. 
But after tonight, Justin Smith will remain sober.” 
She smiled cunningly. “You can count on it.” 
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Nana, ensconced inside a small cave, grimaced as 
he gingerly touched his swollen ankle. The fire 


burning at the mouth of the cave gave off enough 
light for the warrior to closely examine his injury. He — 


was angry with himself for being careless and 
tripping over a bulging tree root. He had been 
running so swiftly that he hadn’t spotted the root in 
his path. The mishap had sent him plunging 
forward, and losing his balance, he had then fallen 
down a steep incline. The scratches and abrasions 
he'd received were superficial and would soon heal. 
However, his sprained ankle was more serious and 
would hold him up for at least four or five days. 

Although he was upset over the injury, he was still 
confident that he'd catch up with the white man who 
had killed his brother. The man was also on foot, and 
because of the woman and child, he was traveling 
slowly. As soon as his ankle permitted, he'd continue 
his pursuit, for in one day's time the warrior could 
cover three times more distance than his prey. 

Nana smiled confidently. He would catch his 
enemies, and when he returned to his kinsmen he'd 
have three fresh scalps hanging from his belt! 


Hannah waited until Justin's deep, even breathing 
told her that he was sound asleep. Then, leaving her 
bedroll, she moved furtively to the man’s packed 
belongings. Kneeling, she rummaged through the 
bag and found the five bottles of whiskey that Justin 


had brought with him. Tucking the bottles against — 


her chest and holding them in place with her arm, — 
she started to leave, but remembering the one he had — 
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been drinking from, she reached over and picked it 
up also. Seeing that the bottle was half empty, she 
su that Justin wasn't merely sleeping, but had 
probably fallen into a drunken stupor. 

Moving as quietly as possible, Hannah took her 
confiscated loot to the riverbank. Kneeling, she 
uncapped the bottles one by one and poured their 
contents into the water. She felta moment of dread as 
she wondered how Justin would react when he found 
out what she had done. Although Justin could be 
gruff at times, so far she had known only kindness 
from him. But she knew he wouldn't take kindly to 
her pouring his supply of whiskey into the Rio 
Grande. 

Growing more apprehensive, she tried to imagine 
the full extent of his anger. Would his wrath be 
uncontrolled? Would he take his revenge by leaving 
her and Sarah to fend for themselves? No! she 
thought, her reliance on Justin holding firmly. He'd 
never forsake Sarah and mel 

However, her thoughts continued, he will be 
terribly upset. Emptying the last bottle, she satdown 
on the bank, and keeping her blanket tucked about 
her, she brought up her knees and folded her arms 
across them. She gazed across the flowing river. The 
night was clear and the twinkling stars overhead 
were reflected in the water. They shone like brilliant 
diamonds floating on the river's surface. 

Lost in her deep reverie, Hannah didn't hear the 
footsteps approaching behind her and was totally 
unaware of another’s presence. 

“Woman, what the hell have you done?”’ Justin's 
voice suddenly thundered. 
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Startled, Hannah turned sharply and looked over — 
her shoulder. The moonlit night revealed Justin's — 
angry scowl. She was frightened but was determined — 
not to let him know of her fear. ‘““What does it look 
like I've done!” she answered sternly, gesturing 
toward the empty bottles lying on the bank. 

“Dammit!" he raged. “If you were a man, I'd make 
you eat those bottles!"’ 

“I'm sure you would!"’ she retorted, still conceal- 
ing her fear. ‘‘But if I were a man, I would've had no 
need to get rid of your whiskey, for I could take care of 
my daughter without your help.” 

Stepping to her side and scowling down at her, he 
remarked gruffly, “I told you that I could protect you 
and Sarah, drunk or sober!" 

“I didn't believe you!” she quipped, meeting his 
wrath head on. 

Justin's eyes swept frantically over the empty 
bottles. For the past four years, he had depended on 
whiskey to cloud his memories. Now, when the pain 
got too bad, how was he to cope? 

His voice breaking with emotion, he pleaded, 
“Hannah White, what the hell have you done to 
me?” 

He sounded desperate. She was prepared for his 
anger, but not for this! He seemed helpless. Touched, 
she got hastily to her feet. “Justin,” she began 
anxiously, “you don’t need liquor to go on living! — 
You're still relatively young. It isn’t too late for you 
to start over again!” 

A cold rage came to his eyes, and Hannah — 
instinctively backed away. Moving quickly, he © 
grasped her arm and jerked her against him. “Don't — 
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"you understand?” he said with quiet fury. “I don’t 
want to start over again!” 

“Why?” she cried. 

“Why should I?” he fumed. ‘Woman, you made a 
big mistake when you poured out my whiskey! Iain’t 
gonna forgive you for doin’ it! And like I said before, 
if you were a man... !” 

His grip was painful. She fought against his 
tenacious hold, her struggles causing her blanket to 
fall past her shoulders and down to her waist. 

Her bared breasts caught Justin's eyes and he 
stared hungrily at her full bosom. Then turning her 
loose, he stepped back and ordered firmly, “Cover 
yourself! It’s been so damned long since I had a 
woman that I don’t trust myself!" He rubbed a hand 
across his brow. He was feeling his liquor. “I ain’t 
never stooped to rape and I don’t aim to start now.” 

Hannah yearned to make love to Justin. She had 
fallen in love with this kind, brave man and sensed 
her only chance of winning his affection was to fully 
awaken his sexual needs. She must make him realize 
that his desire for a woman didn't die with his wife, 
nor did his heart. This might be her only chance! 

Slowly, seductively, she let the blanket fall away 
and drop to her feet. She stood before him un- 
ashamed. 

Justin's eyes drank in her voluptuous curves as 
they roamed over her ample breasts, past her small 
waist, and down to her well-rounded hips. For a 
moment his vision came to rest on the golden 
triangle between her soft thighs, then his gaze 
climbed leisurely back to her face. 

“I know I'm not beautiful,” Hannah murmured, 
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now feeling somewhat modest. 


Justin disagreed. “You're a good-lookin’ woman," 


he said, his voice heavy with desire. 

Desperate now to feel his arms about her, she 
declared boldly, “You told me that it’s been a long 
time since you've had a woman. Well, I haven’, 
known a man’s love since my husband left, and thar 
was over six months ago."’ Her eyes pleaded with his, 
“Oh Justin, I want you with all my heart! Please give 
me a chance to love you!” 

Responding, Justin stepped toward her. Her 
beauty had aroused his manhood and it demanded 
satisfaction. He wanted her! But his need was only 
physical, for Hannah had failed to reach his heart, 

Placing his strong hands on her shoulders, he drew 


her bare flesh against his muscular frame. “‘I'll take — 


you, Hannah White, but it’s not because I love you. 
What I'm feelin’ at this moment is nothin’ but lust. I 
already told you that I lost the will to love.” 

Hannah stared up into his ungiving eyes. Was she 
capable of giving herself to a man under these 
conditions? If she consented, would it make her no 
better than a whore? 

She was helplessly torn and was trying to find an 


answer when, suddenly, she detected Sarah's deep © 


sobs. 
Moving out of Justin's embrace and retrieving the 
blanket, Hannah said hastily, ‘Sarah probably hada 
bad dream and is frightened. I must go to her.” 
The child's untimely interruption had cooled 
Justin's passion. Before Hannah could start back to 
camp he detained her by grasping her arm. ‘‘Ma’am, 
what almost happened between us would've been a 
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mistake Let’s make sure nothin’ like this happens 


Pe jerked free of his grasp, and as she hurried to 
her daughter tears rolled down her cheeks. She had a 
depressing feeling that she’d never know Justin’s 
Jove, and that his heart had indeed died along with 
Molly and Rebecca. 

Justin waited until Hannah was out of sight, then 
walked over and glanced down at the empty bottles. 
“Damnedest woman I ever met!" he mumbled aloud. 
His anger revived, he kicked one of the bottles, 
sending it crashing against the others. 

“T ain’t never run across a woman so brazen. First, 
she pours out all my whiskey, then stands before me 
without a stitch of clothin’ on!’ 

He sat down on the bank and continued his 
grumbling, ‘I'll be damned glad when we reach Fort 
Union. Then I can hand her over to the army, go to 
the bar, and drink all I want."’ He frowned grumpily. 
“T’'ve met a lot of women in my time, but I ain't never 
met one like Hannah White. She's the most. . . She’s 
the most .. ."’ He tried to think of a word that would 
describe her. 

“She's unpredictable," he decided. ““That's what 
she is . . . downright unpredictable!” 
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Julianne was relieved when they crossed the Rio 
Grande and entered Mexico. Since the day Diego had 
confiscated David's and Flying Hawk's guns and 
had taken full command of their journey, the trip 
had become arduous and tiring. The Mexican, anx- 
ious to reach home, had pushed himself and the 
others relentlessly. The only stops they made during 
daylight hours were to rest the horses. Then they 
would move onward at an exhausting pace. Now that 
they were in Mexico, she knew their journey was 
almost over. Diego had told her and the others that — 
Salvador lived in the northern region. 

Now, as the retiring sun sank radiantly over the 
horizon, Diego decided it was time to make camp for — 
the night. Julianne and Lynda were preparing the — 
evening meal when Diego came to their camp and 
asked David if he wanted to ride into town with him. 

Surprised by the invitation, David replied, “I 
didn’t know that we were close to a town.” 
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“Si,” Diego answered. “A town called Roca 
Grande is only a few miles to the west. I have been 
there often. The cantina has many pretty sefioritas to 
entertain my men. They have been a long time 
without women.” 

“Why do you want me to come along?”’ David 
questioned. 

“Salvador, he goes often to Roca Grande, and 
maybe he is there now.” 

His interest piqued, David replied, “I'll go with 
you on one condition.” 

“What is that, amigo?” 

“T want your guarantee that Alonso goes with us, 
and doesn’t come back before we do.” 

Diego's eyes went to Julianne, who was standing 
beside the campfire listening to their conversation. 

“I understand your concern, sefior,”” Diego said, 
looking back to David. “You have my guarantee. 
Miguel and José will stay here and keep an eye on the 
women and Flying Hawk. I would invite your Sioux 
friend to join us, but several gringos visit Roca 
Grande and many of them do not like Indians.” 
Turning and walking away, he said over his 
shoulder, “We will leave very soon." 

As Diego made his deparwre, Julianne hurried 
over to David. ‘‘Must you go to town?” she asked. 

“Salvador might be there, and I'm anxious to meet 
him.” Taking her hands into his, he continued, 
“Don't worry, hon. You'll be safe while I'm away. 
Alonso will be with us.” 

“Yes, I know,” she replied. “I just don't want you 
to leave me. I’m being silly, I suppose.” 
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Smiling tenderly, he drew her into his arms and 


kissed her long and hard. 


Roca Grande was the typical border town—small, ; 


rowdy, and a desperado’s paradise. Large boulders 


loomed behind the roisterous town, and one huge ~ 


rock was located at the end of the main street, giving 
the impression that the buildings had started at the 
face of the rock and had then spread in various 
directions: thus the town had come by its name of 
Roca Grande, meaning big rock. 

David and the others pulled up their horses in 
front of a loud cantina, tied their reins over a 
hitching post, then pushed aside the swinging doors 
and entered the smoky, noisy saloon. They were 
welcomed immediately by the cantina’s prostitutes, 
who were eager to sell their favors. 

One of the women, anxious to entertain David, 
grasped his arm and smiled invitingly, trying to urge 
him to the stairs leading to the upstairs bedrooms. 

Pushing her aside gently but firmly, David asked 
Diego, ‘Do you see Salvador?” 

Looking about the crowded room, he answered, 
“No, amigo. I do not see him.” 

David was disappointed. “It seems as though I 
made a wasted trip.” 


“It is not wasted!"’ Diego remarked heartily. “We | 
will have many drinks and maybe play a little pokes 


Si, sefior?”’ 
“Diego!” a woman's voice suddenly rang out. 
“Isabella!” Diego exclaimed with surprise as he 
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I csughs sight of the pretty sefiorita rushing toward 





Making her way through the congested crowd, 
Isabella reached her former lover and flung herself 
into his arms. 

Hugging her enthusiastically, Diego asked, “‘Isa- 
bella, what are you doing here? Is Salvador with 

ou?” 
. “Come, we will find a table, and then I will 
explain everything.”’ It was then that she took note of 
David. Boldly, her eyes traveled intently over his tall, 
handsome frame. When she gazed into his face, his 
dark green eyes held her spellbound. 

Returning her perusal, David found her very 
attractive. But in his opinion, Julianne was far 

tier. 

“Isabella,” Diego began, “this is David Hunter. 
He has business with Salvador.” 

“Hello, David Hunter,”’ she murmured, flashing 
him her most provocative smile. 

“Hello, Isabella,’ he replied, letting his eyes rake 
over her voluptuous curves, which her peasant 
blouse and clinging skirt emphasized. Although 
David was enjoying the view, his bold examination 
was for Diego's benefit. He was supposed to be a 
killer and a thief, and such a man would surely 
examine a good-looking woman. Monogamy clashed 
with the image he was trying to project. 

Grinning, Diego remarked, “Amigo, if your red- 
headed sefiorita could see you now she would scratch 
out your eyes.” 

David laughed devilishly. “But she can’t see me, 
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can she?” He slipped an arm about Isabella's waist, 
drawing her to his side. 

Snuggling close and pressing her thigh against — 
David's, Isabella asked, “Who is this red-headed 
It was Diego who answered her, “She is a spitfire, 
and you better not let her find you making a play for 

her man.” 

“I am not scared of her,” Isabella declared, gazing 
up wantonly at David. 

Diego chuckled. “Let us find a place to sit.” 
Leading the way, he found a corner table that was 
unoccupied. His men had gone upstairs and there 
were only the three of them. 

After their drinks had been served, Diego looked at 
Isabella and asked, “Is Salvador in town?” 

“No,” she replied. She was sitting close to David, 
- and slipping her hand under the table, she placed it 
on his leg, letting it slide up slowly until it rested on 
his thigh. 

“Why are you here without the capitan?” Diego 
questioned. 

“IT am no longer his woman. He has found another. 
A mealy-mouthed, submissive little goose. I came to 
Roca Grande because I knew you would stop here 
before going on to Salvador’s.”’ 

Diego watched her closely. “Do you want me to 
take you back as my woman?” ' 
Isabella removed her hand from David's leg, 
cupped her chin, and pouted prettily. “I was good to _ 

you, was I not?” she asked. 

“Si, querida, you were very good."’ He shrugged. 
“But, Isabella, you know how it is with me. I will not 
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be responsible for you, or make any promises. When I 
feel like moving on, I will do so.” His sudden smile 
was somewhat tender. “You may do the same. You 
will be free to leave anytime you want.” 

“Si, Diego. I did not expect you to marry me, or to 
fall in love with me.” 

“Then you may come with me to Salvador's.” 
Diego was too uncouth to care that David was 
listening. ‘“When I want to bed you, I will expect you 
to cooperate.” Pushing back his chair, he stood. 
“However, tonight I will pay for a puta. I want you to 
stay here and keep David company while I am gone.” 

Isabella smiled happily. ‘Si, Diego. I will not leave 
his side.” 

Stepping to Isabella, Diego took her hand and 
placed it on his manhood, which grew erect at her 
touch. Leaning over, he said in her ear, “Agarrate a 
lo que tienes mientras buscas mas. Si, querida?” 
Laughing, he turned and walked away. 

“What did he say to you?” David asked. 

“He implied that I will hang on to what I have 
while I'm looking for more."’ Once again, her hand 
went under the table, and grasping David intimately, 
she purred, “Si, I have found more. You are bigger 
than Diego, and I bet, sefior, that you are a better 
lover.” 

Removing her hand and placing it on the table, he 
said with a forced smile, “Isabella, I'm not in the 
mood, but when I feel the urge, I'll let you know.” 

She frowned attractively. ‘“The red-headed woman, 
she keeps you satisfied?” 

David picked up the bottle of tequila, and filling 
his glass and Isabella’s, he replied, “For now she 
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does, but I'll soon grow tired of her. And when I do, 
I'll sample your charms.” 

Pouting, she remarked indignantly, “Maybe, 
sefior, I will say no to you. I do not like to wait in 

Sensing Isabella was the kind of woman who liked 
to be dominated, David grabbed her long flowing 
hair, jerked her head backward, and kissed her 
roughly and demandingly. Releasing her, he uttered 
fiercely, “What I want, I get! And when I'm ready for 
you, you fiery litle whore, you'll come runnin’! 
Won't you?” 

“Si,” she answered breathlessly. Isabella was 
thrilled. At last, she had found the man of her 
dreams! This handsome gringo was everything she 
had ever wanted in a man. She could already tell that 
he'd treat her roughly, but still make her feel like a 
woman in every sense of the word. 

David took no pleasure in leading her on, but she 
had once belonged to Salvador and he intended to get 
information from her. A woman like Isabella would 
tell a man anything if she was infatuated with him. 

Leaning back in his chair, David removed his hat | 
and laid it on the table. Watching him, Isabella — 
noticed the stray lock falling across his forehead. She — 
liked his thick, curly hair and thought the unruly 
lock added to his sensual aura. 

“Isabella,” David began. ‘“Tell me about Salvador 

“What do you want to know about him?’ she 
asked, taking a drink of her tequila. 

“Is he a typical outlaw?” 

She laughed gaily. ‘Salvador is not a bandino, at 
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least not the kind you think. He's Spanish gentry.” 

David was astounded. “If he’s Spanish gentry, then 
why is he here in Mexico?” 

Shrugging, she answered, “I am not sure, but I 
think he had a falling out with his father. I think 
maybe Salvador was disinherited.”’ 

“But that doesn’t explain why he came here.” 

“Does it matter, sefior?”’ 

“T like to know as much as possible about a man 
before I do business with him.” 

“This business you have with Salvador, it is very 
important. Si?” 

“Yes, it is, and that's why I want you to tell me 
more about him.” 

“There is not much that I can tell you. Salvador 
never confided in me,” 

“Just tell me what you know, even if it seems 
trivial to you.” 

Anxious to please the handsome, exciting gringo, 
Isabella proceeded to elaborate on Salvador Leén, 
telling David everything she knew about him. 

Listening avidly, David grew more curious about 
Salvador. The man was definitely not a common 
thief. Furthermore, if Isabella’s conjectures were 
true, then the young Leén was waging a one-man 
revolution. Apparently his purpose in life was to 
bring down the Mexican aristocrats and help the 
poor. David admired Salvador’s ambition, but he 
believed the man’s goal was hopeless. Mexico would 
continue to honor its rich and degrade its poor for 

tions to come. 

David hadn't expected Diego to return for some 
time, and he was surprised when the man suddenly 
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showed up at their table. 

Grinning expansively, Diego said with gusto, “] 
went a long time without a woman, and I was quick 
on the tigger.” Lowering his large frame onto a 
chair, he told David, “If you want, amigo, we can — 
return to camp. My men, they will show up in the — 
morning.” Winking suggestively, he implied, “| 
think maybe you are anxious to be with your red- 
headed woman.” 

Isabella fumed inwardly. She already hated this 
woman with the red hair. 

Smiling easily, David replied, “Well, I have to 
admit that she’s one helluva woman.” He turned his 
gaze to Isabella, and recalling Diego's earlier impli- 
cation, he said smoothly, “But I’m the kind of man 
who hangs on to what he has while looking for 
more.”’ He reached over and squeezed Isabella's 
hand. 

Taken in by David's feigned flirtation, Diego 
guffawed loudly. “You and Isabella, you are two of a 
kind!" He was becoming more and more convinced 
that Sefior Hunter was indeed a man without 
scruples. 

Lifting his glass, David looked at Diego, grinned 
rakishly, then finished off his drink in one quick 
swallow. 

Speaking to Isabella, Diego ordered, “Go pack 
your things and get your horse. We will leave soon.” 
When she didn’t move fast enough to suit him, he 
grumbled testily, “Me apurara! .. . Make it snappy, — 
or we will leave without you!” 

As Isabella made a hasty departure, Diego leaned — 
across the table, his face mere inches from David's. 
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“Amigo, I find your red-headed woman very attrac- 
tive. I not only admire her beauty, but her courage 
and spunk. When you tire of the sefiorita, I will trade 
you Isabella for her.” He offered David his hand. “‘Is 
it a deal?” 

David gritted his teeth and fought back the urge to 
slam his fist across the Mexican’s jaw. The mere 
thought of another man’s hands on Julianne made 
his blood boil! 

Forcing himself to remain calm, David rejected 
Diego's handshake and said flatly, “I don’t make 
deals where women are concerned. I don’t take them 
that seriously.” 

“You are right, amigo.”” Diego moved his hand to 
the tequila bottle, tilted it to his mouth, and quaffed 
a large swallow. 


Julianne was lying on her bedroll when she heard 
the sound of approaching horses. Leaping to her feet 
and peering into the distance, she caught sight of 
David returning. She was surprised to see that he and 
Diego were accompanied by a woman. As she 
returned her gaze to David, her smile was exultant, 
for she had missed him terribly. He looked in her 
direction, and she thought he'd return her smile, but, 
instead, he met her gaze impersonally and then 
glanced away. 

Julianne was expecting David to ride immediately 
to their own camp. When he stayed with Diego and 
the stranger she was at first puzzled, then perturbed. 
’ As the three of them dismounted, Julianne walked 
swiftly to the Mexican’s encampment. Her temper 
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was smoldering. David must know that she'd 
anxiously awaiting his return! How dare he ignore 
her in this arrogant fashion! 

David was assisting Isabella from her horse when 
Julianne arrived. The two women stared at each 
other, their eyes locked in hostile combat. Julianne 
took an immediate dislike to the woman and — 
intuitively sensed that she was trouble. 

Julianne was wearing her cut-off buckskins. As 
Isabella's vision traveled critically over her rival's 
attire, she smirked distastefully. Casting Julianne a 
catty smile, she turned back to David and daringly 
laced her arms about his neck. Brazenly, she kissed 
him full on the lips. Then, gazing sensually into his 
eyes, she said loud enough for Julianne to hear, ‘““We 
had fun tonight, si?” 

David's response was an abrupt nod, then taking 
the reins to his horse, he bade Diego and Isabella 
good night. 

Leading the Appaloosa, David walked to Juli- 
anne, grasped her arm firmly, and forced her to fall 
into stride beside him. 

Fighting vainly against his firm hold, she de- — 
manded petulantly, ‘““Who is that woman?” 
“Her name is Isabella. She used to be Salvador's 
woman, but now she's Diego's.” ; 

“If she’s Diego's woman, then why was she kissing 
you?” Julianne demanded angrily. ‘ 

David knew he was in deep trouble. He hadn't 
enjoyed Isabella's fawning anymore than he had 
enjoyed her kiss, but convincing Julianne of this 
wouldn't be easy. 

“Believe me, sweetheart, Isabella means nothing to 
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- But I don’t think a man who is supposed to be a 
cold-blooded killer would be faithful to one woman. 
Do you?” 

Twisting free, she jerked away from his firm grasp. 
“Oh don’t you dare use your killer image as an 
excuse! I don’t buy it!" 

Annoyed, he grumbled, “Julianne, I know what 
I’m doin’! Is it too much to expect you to trust me?” 

“Yes!” she retorted furiously. “I don’t trust that 
Mexican Jezebel any farther than I can see her!” 

“] don’t want you to trust her. I want you to trust 

Her eyes shooting daggers, Julianne quipped 
peevishly, “Well, I don’t trust you either, not when 
you're with her!" 

She ran ahead of him, past the campfire and into 
the surrounding darkness. David started to go after 
her, but then decided to give her temper time to cool. 
He talked a little while to Flying Hawk and Lynda 
and then watered and bedded down his horse before 
going in search of Julianne. 

He found her a short distance from camp. She was 
sitting near a small boulder and leaning back against 
its smooth surface. 

At David's approach she rose hastily to her feet. 
Placing her hands on her hips, she eyed him severely. 
“What do you want?” 

“I think we need to talk. That is, if your temper has 
simmered down.” 

“You leave my temper out of this!"’ she remarked. 

He smiled disarmingly. ‘Well, darlin’, you do fly 
off the handle.” 

“And how would you behave if you saw me kissing 
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another man?”’ she asked querulously. 
“I wouldn't like it, and I'd probably fly into a 


rage. 

“Why should I react any differently?” 

Stepping to her side, he mumbled, “It’s not the 
same thing. I mean, it's different with you. If you 
were to let a man kiss you in order to live up toa false 
image, he could take advantage of you because you're 
a woman.” 

“What's good for the goose isn’t necessarily good 
for the gander. Is that what you're trying to say?” 

“I couldn't have said it any better myself,’ he 
answered teasingly. “Seriously, though, what's safe 
for me isn’t necessarily safe for you."’ Her anger had 
reddened her cheeks, and her blue eyes were flashing. 
David had never thought her more beautiful. 

However, as David was admiring her beauty, 
Julianne’s temper blew. “Oh, you arrogant, black- 
hearted devil! Don’t you dare try to worm your way 
out of this with the old excuse that it’s all right for a 
man, but not for a woman!" 

Placing his hands firmly on her shoulders and 
holding her at arms’ length, he looked steadily into 
her angry eyes. “Julianne, listen to me. I didn't know 
that Isabella going to kiss me. If I had known, I'd 
have found bk to avoid it. But she took me by 
surprise and there was nothing I could do. I would 
never intentionally hurt you. I know how much it 
must've hurt you to see another woman kissing me. 
Honey, I'm sorry. I love you, and I don’t want any 
other woman.” 

Julianne’s anger was fading. ‘“‘When you returned 
and saw me smiling at you, why didn’t you smile 
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back at me?” 

David grinned tenderly. ‘‘Honey, when I callously 
ignore you, you've got to realize that it’s only an act. 
I'm a heartless murderer and a thief, remember? Also, 
at the cantina in town, I paid Isabella a lot of 
attention, but I did so because I needed to extract 
information from her about Salvador.” 

Her anger completely dissolved, Julianne cried 
sincerely, ‘““Oh David, I’m sorry! I behaved foolishly! 
And you're right, I must learn to control my temper.” 

Arching a brow, he asked, “‘Are you still my girl?” 

“Oh yes!"’ she exclaimed, going into his arms and 
kissing him with all her heart. Then, stepping back 
and looking stubbornly into his eyes, she said 
emphatically, “However, I refuse to share you with 
Isabella! You can live up to your killer image 
without her hanging on to your shirttail! Do you 
understand me, David Hunter? Hereafter, stay away 
from that woman!” 

“Have no fear, my jealous little wildcat, there's 
only one woman I want hanging on to me, and that's 
you.” 

Bringing her back into his embrace, David pressed 
her delectable body close to his. He kissed her again, 
and her passionate response evoked his desire. 

Removing his shirt, he placed it beside the bolder, 
then eased his woman onto the garment. Keeping her 
in his embrace, he crushed her lips against his. 
Julianne wrapped her arms about him and pas- 
sionately returned his ardor. More flaming kisses and 
hot fondling soon had their passions burning 
fervently. David slipped her cut-off buckskins past 
her thighs and down her legs, then slowly removed 
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her lace undergarment. The sight of her womanly 
beauty aroused him to such ardent heights that he 
quickly unbuckled his gun belt, shoved his trousers 
past his hips, and entered her powerfully. 

Julianne arched beneath his aggressive invasion, 
relishing the fullness of his manhood deep within 
her. Clinging, she responded feverishly, teasuring 
their intimate union. She had never dreamed that it 
was possible for her to love a man as much as she 
loved David. He was everything to her! He was her 
whole life, her very reason for being on the face of this 
earth! 

Totally engulfed in each other and in their all- 
consuming bliss, they entered a world all their own, 
where nothing existed except their everlasting love. 


362 





Chapler Tusenty- Six 


Lorita couldn't fall asleep and tossed and turned as 
slumber continued to elude her. Finally, giving up, 
she sat up in bed, lit the bedside lamp, and slipped on 
her robe and slippers. She decided to go to the kitchen 
for a glass of milk. 

She crossed the room and stepped into the hallway. 
The corridor was dark, and she moved carefully as 
she headed in the direction of the kitchen. When she 
neared the closed door to Salvador's bedroom, her 
steps hesitated. She knew he was sleeping alone, for 
he had broken his relationship with Isabella. The 
woman had left, saying that she was going to Roca 
Grande to await Diego. Lorita was glad that Isabella 
had decided to leave. She didn’t like the selfish, 
overbearing woman and hoped that she wouldn't 
come back, but she supposed when Diego returned, 
Isabella would be with him. 

As Lorita passed Salvador's room she heard a deep 
moan coming from behind the closed door. Halting, 
she listened closely. Another moan reached her ears, 
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followed by more groaning. She wondered if Salva- — 
dor was ill, or was having a bad dream. Deciding to — 
check on him, she raised her hand to knock on his 
door, but let it drop back to her side. She suddenly felt 
too timid and too apprehensive to disturb him. That 
she might knock on a man’s bedroom door in the 
middle of the night was shocking to Lorita. She had 
lived in a convent since she was twelve, and this 
sheltered lifestyle had not prepared her for the 
outside world, or for a relationship with a man. 

Uncertain of what she should do, Lorita remained 
standing at the door, wringing her hands nervously. 
Then, suddenly, she heard Salvador cry out. 

“I am sorry! I did not know!" he moaned, his voice 
tormented. 

His distress touched Lorita deeply. Before she 
knew what she was doing, she was knocking on his 
door, calling urgently, “Salvador! Salvador, are you 
all right?” 

Her voice reached his unconscious state, bringing 
him out of his dream. Sitting up in bed, he swung his 
long legs over the side, grabbed his trousers, and 
slipped them on. 

“T'll be right there, Lorital"’ he called, lighting the — 
bedside lamp. ; 

He quickly put on his shirt, and as he moved across 
the room, his recurring dream flashed before him 
vividly. Again, as though it had only been yesterday, 
he relived the day he had mistaken a nun for the 
woman named Maria. Cold chills coursed through- 
out him. Had the nun recovered from the shame he 
had brought upon her? Oritatiteaniiel nevi 
forever? 
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Mustering a semblance of composure, he opened 
the door. The light shining from inside the room 
sifted through Lorita’s dressing gown, shadowing 
her soft, delectable curves. Fiery desire burned in 
Salvador's eyes as they raked over her silhouetted 
flesh. Curbing his passion for this lovely, innocent 
woman, he looked into her large eyes and said 
apologetically, ‘I'm sorry if I awakened you.” 

“I wasn't asleep,” she replied. ‘‘I was on my way to 
the kitchen for a glass of milk." 

“In that case, I'll join you,” he decided. Leaving 
his room, he placed a hand on her arm and guided 
her down the hall toward the kitchen. 

The milk was kept in the cellar. Seating Lorita at 
the kitchen table, Salvador stepped through the back 
door and hurried to the storage cellar to fetch it. 
Returning, he poured them both a glass of milk, then 
sat down at the table beside Lorita. 

“Were you having a bad dream?” she asked. 

He sighed heavily. ‘Si, I was. I have the nightmare 
often.” 

“Would you like to tell me about it?” 

His troubled eyes met hers. He couldn't tell this 
gentle lady that he had once mistaken a nun for a 
woman who sold her favors. If Lorita knew that he 
had committed such a terrible and degrading act, she 
would surely despise him. 

“I cannot talk about it,” he mumbled, looking 
away from her steady gaze. 

“You cried out that you were sorry, and that you 
didn’t know. Salvador, does your dream stem from a 
guilty conscience?” 

“Lorita, please!” he said more sternly than he had 
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intended. “I don’t want to discuss it.” 

“I'm sorry,” she murmured. “I shouldn't pry.” 

“I’m the one who should apologize. I didn’t mean — 
to speak to you so harshly.”” He smiled, took a drink — 
of his milk, and said brightly, “Let's talk about you, — 
shall we? I know so little about your life.” 

“There is nothing to tell,” she mumbled evasively, 

“Is Benito your only brother?” 

“Brother?” she repeated vaguely, then catching 
herself, she uttered quickly, “Oh yes, he is my only 
brother.” 

“Any sisters?” 

A vision of Maria, sprawled dead on the floor with 
Salvador’s knife sticking into her chest, flashed 
fleetingly before Lorita’s eyes. 

“I had a sister,” she said coldly. “But she is dead.” 

“You sound bitter.” 

“She was murdered and...and the man who 
killed her was never apprehended.” 

“Do you know who he is?”’ 

“Si, I know who killed her!" she said, her voice 
hard. “‘And someday, he will pay for what he did!" 

Salvador had never seen this vengeful side of 
Lorita, and he was taken aback. ‘“You must hate this 
man very much.” 

She lifted her gaze to Salvador’s handsome face. — 
Did she hate him? He was her sister’s murderer! Of — 
course she hated him! She loathed him! 

Pushing back her chair, she stood and remarked 
abruptly, “I think I can sleep now. Good night, — 
sefior.”’ 

Rising swiftly, he grabbed her arm, deterring her — 
retreat. “Lorita, will you please stop pushing me — 
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| away. Just when I think you're warming to me, you 
turn cold as ice. Why? Why must you torment me 

“] do not mean to torment you, patron.” 

“Patron! Sefiorl” he grumbled. “Why do you 
address me so formally?” 

Trying to wrest free from his firm hold, she 

leaded, “Please, let me gol” 

“Nol” he growled, his patience at an end. “I'll not 
Jet you go!” He brought her into his arms so 
suddenly that Lorita lost her balance and fell 
helplessly against him. His lips came down on hers 
with a demanding force as he pressed her delicate 
frame hard against his own muscular body. 

At first she fought him, but as his kiss stole her 
senses and awakened an alien longing within her, 
she slid her arms about his neck. Surrendering, she 
leaned into his embrace and gave in to the fiery 
sensations that his kiss was igniting. 

He released her carefully, gazed down into her 
beautiful eyes, and murmured sincerely, “Lorita, I 
love you. Will you marry me?” 

His unexpected proposal brought her back to her 
senses. “Marry you?” she exclaimed. 

He chuckled tenderly. “Why do you sound so 

rised?” Fearing a rejection, he continued 
quickly, “You don’t have to give me an answer now. 
Think about it for awhile.” Removing his mother's 
ring, he slipped it onto Lorita’s finger. ‘In the 
meantime, as you're making up your mind, I want 
you to wear this. But even if you decide not to marry 
me, the ring is yours.” 

She came close to giving it back to him, but as her 
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reason for coming here crossed her mind, she deci 

to keep Salvador’s ring. Esteban had told her to win | 
Salvador’s love and faith, and it would now seem that 
she had done just that. Furthermore, she had done so 
without even trying. She had merely been herself. 

Studying the exquisite piece of jewelry, she 
murmured, “This is the only link you have with your 
real father. Are you sure you want me to have it?” 

“Si, the ring is yours.”” He sighed with resignation, 
“Besides, I will never find out who my father is.” 

“You can't be sure,”’ she pointed out. 

“Maybe it’s not impossible that I could locate him, — 
but it is highly improbable. I know so little about — 
him.” { 

“Do you know where he lives in Mexico?” 4 

“My mother’s uncle had a hacienda not too far 
from La Gruta, so I think that my father lives 
somewhere in this vicinity. Which is why I chose to 
settle here.” : 

Lorita, temporarily forgetting her animosity 
toward Salvador, exclaimed happily, “But don’t you 
realize how much that narrows down your search! 
There are not that many rich landowners living in 
this area!” 

“IT am aware of that, Lorita. I would like to know 
who my father is, but I don’t want him to know thatl 
am his bastard son. That’s why I can’t confront hi 
with the ring.” 

“Why don’t you want him to know that you’re 
son?” 

“Lorita, do you honestly believe he would 
come me into his life? Do you think he'd want to b 
reminded of a dalliance he had over twenty years 
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As he placed his hands on her shoulders and 
looked at her with eyes clouded with pain, he 
murmured, ‘“‘Lorita, I have my pride. I was spurned 
by Ferdinand. I'll not give my true father the 
opportunity to do likewise.” 

“T understand,” she replied honestly. For a 
moment, she shared his heartache. But then without 
warning, her animosity toward this man flared back 
to life. What was wrong with her? Why did she keep 
forgetting that he had brutally killed Maria? It’s 
because he doesn’t seem like a murderer, she thought. 
That's why.I continually forget. 

His hands on her shoulders tightened, and know- 
ing he was about to kiss her again, she drew away 
from his hold. She mustn't share a lover’s embrace 
with him! Before, when he had kissed her, the touch 
of his lips had made her feel warm and had evoked a 
strange hunger within her. 

Afraid she might submit to this man who could so 
easily melt her defenses, she brushed past him and 
uttered inflexibly, “I want to be alone with my 
thoughts. Good night, Salvador.” 

He held back the need to draw her into his arms. 
“Good night, Lorita.” 

As she hurried out of the kitchen, he sat down at 
the table. Staring absently at the glasses of milk that 
they had forgotten to drink, he wished he could 
understand why Lorita was always so evasive with 
him. He supposed her aloofness could be blamed 
partly on her innocence. But it went deeper than that. 
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Her ambiguous behavior stemmed from something 
more than virginal fear. 


As his thoughts raced on, Salvador had a feeling _ 
that Lorita wasn't being totally honest with him. She — 


was hiding something. But what? What could she 
possibly conceal? 


The more he pondered her perplexing manner, the 
more confused he became. Giving up, he rinsed off 


the glasses and went back to bed. 


Esteban's thoughts were on Lorita as he rode his 
black stallion across the desert-like terrain. The 
midday sun was extremely warm. As he kept the 


spirited steed on a tight rein to avoid exhaustion, he — 
wondered if Lorita had learned where Salvador hid — 


his gold. It was imperative to Esteban that he know 


the location, for he was in dire need of the gold. He ; 


felt no guilt about stealing from Leén and his 
cohorts, for they were all outlaws and didn’t deserve 
such wealth. Furthermore, they hadn't exactly come 
by it honestly. Losing it would serve them right! 
The extent of Esteban’s wealth was tied up in his 
land, and his ready cash had dwindled drastically. 
Most of it had gone to paying off Ricardo's gambling 
debts. His nephew had gambled away his own 


inheritance and was now doing the same with his 


uncle’s money. Ricardo always gambled with men 


who were friends of his uncle's, leaving Esteban no_ 


choice but to settle Ricardo’s debts. 

Now, as Esteban rode toward a planned rendez- 
vous with Benito, his thoughts switched from Lorita 
to Ricardo. If only his young nephew would stop 
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\ sowing his wild oats, settle down, and take on 
responsibility. He sighed deeply. Why did he keep 
deluding himself? Ricardo would never give up his 
carefree lifestyle. There was liule hope for him to 
marry into an aristocratic family and have a wife who 
would be a good influence on him. Ricardo’s wild, 
irresponsible ways were well-known, and fathers 
their daughters from him. Esteban could 
think of no man of substance who would grant 
Ricardo permission to court his daughter. Esteban 
didn’t blame these fathers. If he had a daughter, he 
wouldn't want her marrying a man like Ricardo. 

Again his thoughts returned to Lorita. Esteban 
wondered if maybe he should let Ricardo marry her. 
She would be a good influence on him and would be 
a faithful, supportive wife. But he quickly cast the 
notion aside. Lorita wasn’t in love with Ricardo and 
wouldn't marry him even if she could. Also, now that 
she had gone to Salvador, Esteban seriously doubted 
if Ricardo still wanted her. 

Esteban, lost in thought, did not spot the rattle- 
snake that suddenly crossed his horse's path and was 
not prepared for the stallion's reaction. The fright- 
ened stallion suddenly reared into the air, then 
bucked powerfully, threw his rider, and took off 
running blindly across the flat plains. 

Esteban hit the ground heavily, and, shaken, was 
too slow reaching for his pistol. The rattler recoiled 
swiftly, then lurching with lighting speed, its head 
shot forward and its poisonous fangs dug deeply into 
Esteban'’s back. Before the snake could prepare for 
another attack, Esteban pulled out his pistol and shot 
it. 
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Groaning, Esteban tried to see the wound 
rattler had inflicted, but because it was situated on 
his back, he couldn’t even see it, let alone lance it,” 
The snake's vicious bite was already painful, and the 
venom was spreading rapidly. 

Esteban sat up and looked for his horse, but it was” j 
nowhere in sight. God help him! What was he to do 
now? The town of La Gruta was about five miles to 
the east. He supposed he could try walking there, but 
knew he couldn’t possibly make it. Also, moving 
about would help the venom spread faster. He'd be 
dead before reaching La Gruta. But if he stayed here 
he would also die. Furthermore, the bite would soon 
make him feverish, and since his canteen was on his 
horse, he'd become dehydrated very quickly. | 

His eyes searched the barren plains, hoping 
frantically to catch sight of a rider. He saw nothing 
moving across the flat landscape, not even a desert 
animal. 

He considered Benito. Would he come looking for — 
him when he didn’t show up at their rendezvous? No, 
of course not. He had always told Benito not to worry 
if he failed to meet him, because he had probably — 
been held up at home. There was no hope that Benito | 
would save him. 

He was half a day's ride from his hacienda, and by | 
the time his horse reached home, it would be dark. — 
His vaqueros would search for him, but probably — 
wouldn't look this far, and even if they did, by the — 
time they could find him he'd be dead. 

Esteban, deciding he had no choice but to try and 
walk to La Gruta, got shakily to his feet. He was 
dizzy, and his temperature had already started to 
escalate. It was an effort for him to put one foot in 
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front of the other. 

Making slow progress, the man compelled himself 
to move onward. His condition weakened rapidly. 
He had traveled only a short distance before he 
dropped to the ground, where he remained, too weak 
to get back up on his feet. 

As the sun's scorching rays beat down unmerci- 
fully, burning into Esteban’s fever-racked flesh, he 
resigned himself to a slow, agonizing death. 


Salvador made a point of checking his hidden gold 
periodically to make sure that no one had found it. 

Today, the gold was still there, safely hidden, and 
as Salvador rode away from the area, his spirits were 
high. His desire to be rich so that he could flaunt his 
wealth in front of the arrogant aristocrats was no 
longer so important to him. Now, his stashed gold 
represented a secure future for himself and Lorita. As 
soon as he acquired a little more wealth, he'd be able 
to take care of her in style. She was poor and would 
understand his wish to help the peasants. As his wife, 
she could work alongside him, and, together, maybe 
they could help make Mexico a better place to live. 

Salvador was galloping toward home when he 
happened to spot an indistinguishable form on the 
horizon. As he rode in closer, he saw that it was a 
person. Slapping the reins against his mount, he 
quickly covered ground. Pulling up, he grabbed his 
canteen, then swung out of the saddle. 

He rushed to the fallen man and knelt beside him. 
He was lying face down, and Salvador gently turned 
him over. 

“Water,”’ Esteban moaned huskily. 
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Uncapping the canteen, Salvador placed it to the 
man’s cracked, dried lips. “What happened to you?” 
he asked. 

Esteban gulped a large swallow of the life-giving 
water before answering weakly, “I was bitten by a 
rattlesnake.” 

“Where?” Salvador asked urgently. 

“My back,” he whispered, his voice fading. 

Carefully, Salvador turned him over. Lifting the 
man’s shirt, he examined the swollen puncture 
marks. Then he hastened to his saddle bags and took 
out a knife. Returning, he cut a small incision across 
the wound, bent over, and sucked out what he could 
of the deadly poison, spitting it onto the ground. 

Sticking his knife in the waistband of his trousers, 
Salvador placed his hands under the man’s arms and 
lifted him to his feet. He had to practically carry his 
patient to the horse. Calling upon all his strength, he 
hefted the man into the saddle and held on to him 
supportively as he swung up behind. Knowing the 
man was seriously ill, Salvador spurred his horse into 
a full run and headed swiftly for La Gruta. 

Esteban, close to drifting into an unconscious 
state, said hoarsely, ‘‘Gracias, sefior. You have saved 
my life.” 

“Don't talk,” Salvador answered. ‘Save your 
strength. We'll soon be in La Gruta and there is a 
doctor there.” 

Esteban longed to express his gratitude again, but 
before he could do so he sank into a black void. 


Esteban opened his eyes slowly. At first, he 
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thought he was in his bed at home. It took a moment 
for his thoughts to clear, but as everything came 
flooding back to him, his head came up with a start. 

Gentle hands touched his shoulders and pressed 
him back onto the pillows. “Do not try to get up, 
sefior. You are still very sick.” 

Esteban looked at the man standing beside the bed. 
“Who are you?” 

“I am Dr. Crespo,” the elderly physician replied. 

“How long have I been here?” 

“Several hours. It was touch and go there for 
awhile, but Iam happy to announce that you will be 
all right. But you must rest for a few days.” 

“Am I in your home?”’ 

“Si, sefor. My wife will bring you a bowl of 
broth.” 

The doctor started to leave, but Esteban detained 
him. “Wait! Tell me, where is the young man who 
saved my life?’’ 

“He was here for a long time, hoping you'd 
awaken, but you never did. Then when he knew that 
you were going to live, he left.” 

“I'd certainly like to see that fine young man 
again. I owe him my life. What is his name? Do you 
know?” 

“Si, sefior. He is Salvador Leén.” 

Esteban paled. “Salvador!” he gasped sharply. He 
rubbed a hand across his perspiring brow. “Salvador 
Leén!” he moaned hoarsely. 

My God, he owed his life to the man he planned to 
destroy! 
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David and Julianne, along with Flying Hawk and 

Lynda, had been shown into Salvador Leén’s parlor, 
where they now waited for the capitan to finish his 
business with Diego. The two men were closeted in 
the study discussing Hunter and the Confederate 
gold. 
, David was prowling the small room like a caged 
animal. Sitting on the threadbare sofa, Julianne 
watched him thoughtfully. She knew that he was 
anxiously awaiting Leén’s decision. Would Salvador 
believe that David had memorized the location of the 
gold? Would he agree to become David's partner? Or 
would he suspect foul play and make them his 
prisoners—perhaps even have them killed? It was a 
terrifying possibility, and Julianne quickly thrust it 
from her thoughts. She wouldn't think about that 
now! 

Julianne’s gaze wandered from David and roamed 
about the drab room. She noticed that most of the 
furniture was old and had been repaired. The few 
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new pieces were obviously cheap. Apparently, Salva- 
dor Leén considered his present home temporary 
quarters and wasn’t about to invest in anything 
substantial. However, despite the room's dull decor it 
was immaculately clean, and Julianne was im- 
pressed. She wondered who was responsible. Who- 
ever she was, she did excellent work. 

Lynda was sitting beside Julianne, and her 
thoughts were similar to her friend's. ‘‘Have you 
noticed how clean this room is?” she asked Julianne. 

“Yes, I have,"’ she answered. 

Flying Hawk, standing at the parlor window, 
withdrew his gaze from the outside and looked over 
at David. The dust-free parlor made no impression 
on him. “Bear Fighter, what do you suppose is 
taking Diego and Leén so long?” 

“I wish I knew,” he mumbled, his voice troubled. 

As David continued his pacing, Julianne went 
back to watching him. It had taken them a day's ride 
to reach Salvador's property, and the day had been a 
trying one for Julianne. It had only been last night 
that Isabella had joined up with them, but to 
Julianne it seemed much longer. The woman had 
spent the entire day flagrantly flirting with David, 
and playing his role to perfection, David had acted as 
though he were pleased by her fawning. Several 
times, Julianne had forced herself to bite her tongue 
and hold her peace. Isabella infuriated her, and the 
way in which David responded to the woman's bold 
coquetry aroused Julianne’s jealousy. Throughout 
the day she had to keep reminding herself that David 
was merely pretending to enjoy Isabella’s charms. 
But as she continued to watch their infatuation with 
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was wholly feigned. Isabella was a beautiful woman, 
How could a man help but find her irresistible? A 
man would have to possess a lot of willpower to 
refuse Isabella. She wasn't sure if David had that 
much self-control. As the day had slowly dragged by, 
Julianne had hoped that Diego would put a stop to 
Isabella's flirting. After all, she was supposed to be 
Diego’s woman. But Julianne had received no help 
from the big Mexican. Diego, watching Isabella in 
action, merely found her amusing, and each time his 
gaze fell on Julianne’s angry scowl he laughed 
heartily. 

Looking away from David, who was still pacing 
restlessly, Julianne told herself that she must stop 
being so jealous. David loved her and wanted to 
marry her! She sighed with discontent. Her father 
had loved her mother, but she was aware that her 
father had indulged in extramarital dalliances. Also, 
before she had headed westward, Julianne’s oldest 
sister had tearfully confessed to her that she knew her 
husband was having an affair. She had even 
confronted him with his adultery, but he had assured 
her that this other woman meant nothing to him. He 
had gently pointed out to her that even though 
married men often participated in illicit affairs, it 
certainly didn't mean that they weren't in love with 
their wives. Tenderly, he had then promised Juli- 
anne’s sister that henceforth he'd be a faithful 
husband. To Julianne, she had admitted that she 
didn’t believe him, but had resigned herself to a 
wife’s plight. Men would always be drawn to loose 
women like a moth is drawn to a flame. 
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Now, as her vision returned to David, Julianne 
wondered if David was like her father and her 
prother-in-law. Was it impossible for him to remain 
faithful to one woman? Although he loved her, 
would he still seek out women like Isabella? The fear 
that he might turn to Isabella for a night's pleasure 
was very real to Julianne. Could she still love him if 
she knew he'd been with another woman? Yes, she 
thought somberly. I would still love him, but I'dalso 
leave him! I'll never share David Hunter with 
Isabella, or anyone else. If he can't be faithful, then 
he can go to the devil! 

As though her thoughts had conjured up the 
Mexican Jezebel, Isabella suddenly walked into the 
room. Julianne glared heatedly as the woman moved 
gracefully to David. Touching his arm in a familiar 
fashion that made Julianne fume, she said in a sultry 
tone, “David, Salvador wants to see you now.” She 
glanced at Flying Hawk. “You too,” she murmured 
tersely, then turned her gaze back to David. “Come, 
querida, I will take you to the study.” 

Leaving Isabella and stepping to the sofa, David 
leaned close to Julianne and whispered so softly that 
Isabella couldn’t hear him. “Keep your fingers 
crossed, darlin’. I'll wy my damnedest to convince 
Leén that I can make him rich.” 

Julianne’s jealousy, still smoldering, made her 
lash out quietly, “You're such a convincing actor 
that you'll have no problem persuading Salvador 
Leén! I think you missed your calling in life. You 
shouldn't be a rancher, but an actor! You do the job 
so superbly!" 

Puzzled, he stared into her angry eyes and asked in 
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a hushed tone, ‘‘What the hell’s wrong with you?” 

As her jealousy began to fade, she realized that she 
had behaved unfairly and murmured sincerely, “I'm — 
sorry, David. 1. . . I guess I’m just so nervous.” ’ 

He smiled, reached down, and squeezed her hand 
affectionately. ‘I love you,” he said, his voice barely 
above a whisper. 

Isabella, resenting David's attention to the gringa, 
walked over and grasped his arm. “Salvador does not 
like to be kept waiting.” 

She quickly led him out of the room with Flying 
Hawk following close behind. 

Julianne, her temper escalating, muttered between 
gritted teeth, “I hate that Mexican hussy! If she 
doesn’t keep her hands off David, I’m going to... 
I'm going to...” She couldn't think of a punish- 
ment to inflict on Isabella that would be satisfactory! 

Soothing her, Lynda said, “Julianne, you know 
that David loves you. He couldn't care less about 
Isabella.” 

“Of course, you're right,” Julianne replied hastily, 
letting her anger cool. “I've got to learn to control my 
temper... and my jealousy.” However, she knew 
that wouldn't be easy. 


Salvador, seated behind his desk, listened atten- 
tively as David spoke about the Confederate gold. His 
guests were occupying the two chairs across from his 
desk. Salvador’s eyes looked deeply into Hunter's as 
he continued elaborating on the buried treasure. 

Salvador never judged a man rashly, but he had — 
learned a long time ago that an honest man will 
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always look his audience straight in the eye. He 
noticed that Hunter's gaze never wavered. Salvador 
wasn’t sure if this meant that the man was telling the 
truth about the gold, or if it meant that he had 
integrity and looking a man straight in the eye was 
simply a habit he had unknowingly formed. If 
Hunter had integrity then, obviously, he hadn't 
killed five soldiers in cold blood and was here as an 
Army agent. But, he might simply be telling the 
truth, which would make it easy for him to meet his 
listener's steady gaze. 

Looking away from David, Salvador studied 
Flying Hawk. If Hunter was working for the army, 
then what part did the warrior play? Why would this 
Indian help the American soldiers arrest the men 
who were delivering rifles to his people? It just didn’t 
stand up. Diego had said that Flying Hawk was here 
to offer his warriors’ help in digging out the buried 
wagons in exchange for an extra large shipment of 
rifles. Such a purpose made sense to Salvador, for he 
couldn't think of one feasible reason for Flying 
Hawk to aid the army. 

Salvador leaned back in his chair and crossed his 
arms over his chest. As he continued to study the two 
men he decided that probably no conspiracy was 
involved. The Confederate gold most likely existed, 
and Hunter alone knew its location. With so much 
wealth, he and Lorita could live more grandly than 
he had thought possible. Furthermore, if he pos 
sessed such riches he could donate money to the 
Church to help the poor. 

Salvador, deciding to talk privately with Diego, 
dismissed David and Flying Hawk. As the door 
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closed behind the two men, he looked at Diego and 
asked, “Do you think Hunter is telling the truth?” 

“Si,” the man replied, “I think maybe he is. I have 
reason to believe that he knows where the gold is 
buried, and that he killed for it.’’ 

“What reason?” 

Recalling the evening he'd overheard Julianne’s 
and Lynda’s discussion, he answered, “I once heard 
his woman telling Sefiora Meyers that Hunter is a 
killer, and that he even told her about the day he 
murdered the soldiers.” 

Salvador sighed thoughtfully. “Hunter does not 
seem like a ruthless killer.” 

“Looks can be deceiving, capitan.” 

“That's true,”” he murmured. He paused, then 
continued decisively, “I will send for the gun 
shipment. It will take several days to get here. In the 
meantime, Hunter and the others will be our guests.” 

“Should I return their guns to them?” 

“No. I do not completely trust Hunter and his 
Indian friend. We will play it safe and keep them 
unarmed. Now, go find Lorita and tell her I want to 
see her. She will need to show our guests to their 
quarters.” 

“Where do you plan to sleep four extra people?" 

“There are two unoccupied huts that the men can 
use. The women can share the extra bedroom here in 
the house.” He shrugged. “Unless they prefer to 
share the huts with the men.” 

Diego grinned slyly. ‘Hunter, he will want a hut 
to himself.” 

“Why do you think that?” 

“So Isabella can visit him without the red-headed 
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i knowing about it.” 

Salvador looked at him questioningly. “Hunter 
and Isabella?” 

“Si, capitan. She is all hot for the gringo, and he is 
burning for her.” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“I do not care what Isabella does so long as she 
comes to my bed when I need her.”’ He smiled with 
anticipation. “Besides, when Hunter has fully tired 
of the red-headed gringa, he will let me have her. And 
after he has sampled Isabella's charms, I think he will 
soon throw out the gringa and keep Isabella." 

Salvador had seen Julianne when they had all 
arrived. Now, remembering her alluring beauty, he 
uttered firmly, “If Hunter trades the gringa for 
Isabella, then he is a fool. The red-headed sefiorita is 
a gem, and her appeal by far surpasses Isabella's.” 

“You are right,” Diego concurred. “But, ap- 
parently, Hunter does not agree with you.” 


David, realizing why Diego expected him to take a 
hut to himself, told Julianne to take the bedroom in 
the house. He wanted desperately to keep her with 
him, but he knew it was vitally important for Diego 
to think him incapable of being emotionally at- 
tached to a woman. The Mexican had begun to 
believe that he was cold, heartless, and unscrupulous, 
and David was determined that Diego continue to 
think that way. Salvador listened to Diego, and 
David was sure that Diego had spoken in his favor. It 
was imperative that the huge Mexican remain his 
ally and not grow suspicious. 
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Diego had been present when Lorita, somewhat 
modestly, asked the ladies if they preferred to stay 
with the men in their huts or have a bedroom in the 
house. Lynda had immediately decided to stay with — 
Flying Hawk, and Julianne had been about to state 
that she’d remain with David when, gruffly, David 
had told her to take the bedroom. 

The hurt David had seen in Julianne’s eyes pained — 
him deeply, but with Diego standing by he couldn't — 
explain why he was refusing to let her share his — 
quarters. 

Julianne, fuming, had marched out of the parlor. 
Diego had told Lorita to follow the sefiorita and 
show her to her room, and he'd take the others to the 
empty huts. 

The bedroom assigned to Julianne, although 
immaculate, was as drab as the rest of the house. It 
was furnished with the bare necessities—a dresser, an 
armoire, and a bed that was covered with a colorful 
quilt. The room had one window, which had 
shutters instead of curtains. 

Now, walking to the window and opening the 
shutters, Julianne gazed outside. Her room was 
situated at the rear of the house, and the view from 
the window was as nondescript as the room that 
sheltered her. She could see nothing except the vast 
terrain and the bordering, rock-studded cliffs. 

Hearing a knock at her door, she called glumly, 
“Come in.” 

Lorita entered, carrying a pair of shoes and a 
couple of changes of clothes. Placing the garments 
on the bed, she said warmly, “Some of the women in 
the compound have loaned their clothes to you and 
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to Sefiora Meyers. I hope everything will fit.” 

Anxious to wear something besides buckskins, 
Julianne hurried over to look at the apparel. She 
studied the two blouses with matching skirts. The 
garments resembled the type of clothing that Isabella 
wore and Lorita was now wearing. 

“]’m very grateful to you and the others,” Julianne 
said sincerely. 

“If you would like to take a bath, come to my room. 
[ have a large tub. I'll havea couple of the men fill it 
for you.” 

“Thank you. I'd love a bath.” 

“Y'll get it ready, then come back for you.” 

Julianne watched Lorita as she hurried out of the 
room. Although she barely knew the young woman, 
she liked her. The sefiorita didn't seem to be the kind 
of woman who would be involved with Salvador 
Le6n and his band of outlaws. Julianne had always 
envisioned women like Isabella teaming up with 

dos. 

A worried frown creased Julianne’s brow as 
thoughts of Isabella crossed her mind. Was Isabella 
the reason David had refused to let her share his 
quarters? Did he want to be by himself so that 
Isabella could visit him? 

Nol she told herself firmly. I mustn't allow my 
jealousy to put such ideas in my head! David loves 
me, and I trust him! Implicitly! Her frown deepened. 
Then why did David send me to this room? If I knew 
his reason I could surely put my jealous suspicions to 
rest. 

Suddenly another knock sounded at her door. 
Knowing it was too soon for Lorita to return, she 
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asked, ‘‘Who’s there?” 

“David,” came the reply. 

Julianne let him in quickly, closed the door, then — 
turned to face him and demanded sharply, “Why did _ 
you send me to this room? Don't you realize how — 
badly I want to be with you?” 

“You couldn't possibly want to be with me any 
more than I want to be with you.” 

“Then why am I here?” she snapped. 

“Because of Diego,’ he replied. 

She was bewildered. ‘“What does he have to do with 
iv?” 

“I want him to keep thinking I'ma cold, unfeeling 
sonofabitch.”” He swallowed nervously, braced him- 
self for Julianne’s outburst, then continued, “I also 
want him to believe that I'm interested in Isabella.” 

“You what?” she raged loudly, hand on hips, eyes 
shooting daggers. ‘“‘How dare you...” 

Moving speedily, he grabbed her and placed a 
hand over her mouth. “Be quiet. Do you want us to 
be overheard?” 

Squirming free, and keeping her anger subdued, 
she asked, ‘“‘Why do you care what Diego thinks?” 

“At present, he’s my ally. I want to keep him that 
way. If he trusts me, then so will Salvador. I don’t 
want to to do anything to turn Diego against me.” 

“What does all this have to do with you and 
Isabella?” she questioned, her wrath barely con- — 
trolled. 

“Diego is hoping that I'll prefer Isabella over you. 
So in order to keep him ina congenial mood, I intend 
to make him think that I'm considering taking up — 
with Isabella. It'll only be for a few more days. By — 
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then, the rifle shipment will be here. Then we can 
leave as originally planned. Salvador and his men 
will be arrested, and you and I can get on with our 
lives. We'll get married and go to my ranch.” 

Although Julianne had listened to David's entire 
explanation, she’d found the first part most in- 
teresting. 

“Why does Diego hope you'll choose Isabella over 
me?” She watched him as closely as a cat about to 


pounce. 

David hesitated as he once again prepared himself 
for Julianne’s rage. “Diego offered me a deal. He'll 
trade me Isabella for you, and he thinks I'm gonna 
take him up on his offer.” 

Julianne’s cutting retort was cut off abruptly as 
David's hand clamped over her mouth. Holding her 
tenaciously, he said quickly, “Julianne, control your 
temper. You know damned good and well that I'm 
not considering trading you for Isabella. But if Diego 
wants to think that I am, then it’s in our interest for 
him to do so.” 

He turned her loose cautiously. She kept her voice 
low, but still seething with anger, she hissed, ‘David 
Hunter, this charade you're playing is getting out of 
hand! I want to trust you but you're making it very 
difficult for me. Just how far do you plan to carry this 
game? All the way to your bed, with Isabella at your 
side?” 

Losing his patience, David said sharply, “Will you 
please curb your jealousy?” 

She muttered irritably, “Control my temper! Curb 
my jealousy! Honestly, David, if you wanted a 
mealy-mouthed, timid little mouse for a woman, 
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then why did you choose me?” 

To her surprise, David broke into laughter, 
finding herself laughing with him, Julianne fl 
herself into his arms. 

As her mirth subsided, she exclaimed, ‘‘David, 
you realize that we don’t only love with passion, 
argue with passion too. We never do a 
lukewarm.” 

“I know,” he agreed. Drawing her closer, his lips 
met hers and he kissed her soundly. Then, relin- 
quishing her reluctantly, he said, ‘I'd better leave, 
I'll see you tonight at dinner.” 

“All right,” she relented, wishing he could stay, 

“I love you,’ ’ he reminded her, then went to the 
door, opened it, and went out. 

Julianne sat down on the bed. Well, now she knew 
why David had sent her to this room. However, the 
knowledge did little to put her jealousy to rest, 
Isabella was a calculating, lascivious woman, and 
Julianne had a feeling she usually got what she 
wanted. 

What she wanted now was David! Julianne felt a 
tremor of fear, for she knew Isabella would go to any 


lengths to get him. 
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Hannah was sitting beside the campfire, her eyes 
filled with warmth as she watched Justin and Sarah. 
The child was cuddled close to the scout’s side, 
listening avidly to his story. The yarn he was relating 
wasn’t the typical bedtime story, for the rugged 
frontiersman wasn’t familiar with well-known nur- 
sery rhymes or fairy tales. 

Justin held Sarah's undivided attention as he told 
her a wilderness story. It was about a wolf pup who 
had wandered away from the safety of the pack and 
his parents. The adventurous pup stayed away a long 
time. When he was ready to return he realized he 
was lost and couldn't find his way back home. After 
a few days, he finally found the place where he had 
left the others, but the pack had moved on. The 
young wolf suffered terrible, dangerous hardships as 
he tried to find his parents. Once he barely escaped 
death when he almost froze to death in the bitter 
snow. Another time he got caught in a man-made 
trap, but fortunately for the wolf pup, a litte girl 
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just about Sarah's age had come along and, feeling 
sorry for the trapped animal, had set it free. At last, 
the young wolf's terrifying quest paid off and he 
miraculously found his parents, who were overjoyed 
to see their long-lost pup. The young wolf, safe and 
sound once more, knew that he would never again 
wander away from home. 

Finishing his yarn, Justin smiled tenderly at Sarah 
and said, “Tomorrow night, I'll tell you another 
story, but now it’s time for you and Spot to go to 
The dog was curled up at Sarah's feet. She leaned 
forward, reached down, and rubbed the dog behind 
its ears. Spot, loving the attention, wagged his bushy 
tail. 

Sarah smiled at Spot, then turned her smile to 
Justin. She loved this kind man and his dog. She 
hoped they would never leave her and her mother. 
The child had never received much warmth and 
affection from her father, for his primary interests 
had been drinking and gambling. She was starved for 
a father’s love, and now she was getting that kind of 
love from Justin. Sarah idolized the rugged scout and 
wanted to tell him how much she loved him. She had 
tried several times to express her feelings, but for 
some reason she couldn’t understand, her voice 
continuously failed her. 

Justin stood and carried the little girl to her 
bedroll, then knelt and gently laid her down. Spot 
had followed, and he immediately took a vigilant 
stance close to Sarah’s side. 

“Good night, Sarah,”’ Justin murmured. 

Taking the man by surprise, Sarah’s arms went 
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about his neck, and as she clung tightly, she raised 
herself up and kissed his bearded cheek. 

Her sweet affection touched Justin profoundly. 
Returning her kiss, his lips brushed across her brow. 
Then, tenderly, he eased her back onto her bed. 

As Hannah looked on tears welled up in her eyes. 
She was aware of how much her daughter loved 
Justin and dreaded the day when he'd leave Sarah 
and her. His departure would break the child's heart. 
My heart will also be broken, Hannah thought sadly, 
because I love him too! 

As Justin walked toward the campfire, Hannah 
quickly brushed away her tears. She didn’t want him 
to see her sadness, for he'd start asking questions and 
wouldn't like her answers. He had made it perfectly 
clear that he didn’t want her love. 

Justin sat down and poured himself a cup of hot 
coffee from the pot on the fire. 

“The story you told Sarah, did you make it up 
yourself?” Hannah asked. 

He nodded. “I used to make up stories to tell 
Rebecca. The one about the wolf was her favorite.” 
Pain and lingering grief clouded his eyes. He longed 
for a bottle of whiskey. Without it, he had to face his 
painful memories and they hurt like a knife cutting 
through his heart. 

Seeing his sorrow, Hannah longed to take him 
into her arms and comfort him. If only he'd face his 
grief, then put it behind him! she thought desper- 
ately. Then maybe he'd find a place in his heart for 
Sarah and me! 

Hannah's strong will suddenly took over. She 
loved Justin Smith, so why was she letting him go 
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without a fight? If she were to tell him how she felt, 
bare her soul, what was the worst that could happen? 
He'd simply reject her. She mustn't let her pride 
cause her to lose this man she had come to love so 
deeply. Yes, she would fight for him! She'd probably 
lose, but she could always tell herself that she had 
tried. Furthermore, she wasn’t battling for herself 
only but also for Sarah. Her daughter needed Justin 
for a father as badly as she needed him for a husband! 

Hannah expelled a heavy sigh. Did she love Justin 
enough to strip away her pride and accept his 
rejections, which surely would mingle with pity? She 
lifted her chin, her eyes shining with resolve. She 
would go through with it! Not just for her sake and 
Sarah's, but also for his. He needed them as much as 
they needed him! 

Emotionally prepared to do battle, Hannah looked 
at Justin and said, as though she were discussing 
something as minor as the weather, ‘Justin, I'm in 
love with you.” 

Her declaration hit him so unexpectedly that he 
almost dropped his cup. “Wh... what?” he stam- 
mered. 

“You heard me,” she replied evenly. “I love you.” 

An expression of pity fell across his face. Hannah 
not only recognized the look, but had been expecting 
it. 

“Ma'am,” he began gently, ‘I reckon you got love 
confused with gratitude. You're just grateful to me 
for savin’ you and Sarah from them Apaches. It don’t 
make sense for a young woman like you to love an old 

like me.” 

“In the first place, Justin, you're neither old nor a 
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. In the second place, I'm not as young as you 
might think. I'm thirty-seven years old.” 

He was surprised. “I thought you were a lot 
younger.” 

“I married late in life. I suppose you could say I 
was a spinster when I met my husband.” 

“How come you waited so long to marry?” 

“Look closely at me, Justin. I'm not a beautiful 
woman, and I never had beaus vying for my hand in 
matrimony. I grew up on an isolated farm. There 
weren't too many unmarried men in the vicinity, and 
the few that were around chose pretty wives.” 

“Those men must've been blind. You're a good- 
lookin’ woman. Your beauty ain't the delicate kind, 
but delicate beauty fades. You'll still be a comely 
woman when your hair's gray and you got a lot more 
years behind you than you got ahead of you. 
Furthermore, you're a good woman. Someone once 
said that a beautiful woman is like a jewel, but a good 
woman is a treasure.” 

Hannah smiled warmly. ‘Justin, you do have a 
wonderful way with words.” 

“Me?” he questioned. “Why, I butcher the English 
language.” 

“I didn't say you spoke like a scholar. It’s what you 
say that is so wonderful, and it can’t be learned from 
books or in a classroom.” 

Justin had always found flattery embarrassing. 
Now he blushed beneath his heavy beard and 
mumbled, ‘“Ma’am, I wish you'd stop thinkin’ I'm 
someone special. I done told you that I'm a no- 
account rascal." 

She laughed lightly. ‘““You’ll never convince me 
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of that.” 

Justin didn’t want Hannah to be in love with him. 
He liked her, respected her, and had no wish to break 
her heart. But he knew it was time to put an end to 
this infatuation she had for him. If he let her feelings 
grow, then it would only be more painful for her 
when they parted company. 

With a gruffness he didn’t really feel, he remarked 
coldly, “Well, I reckon you'll believe I ain’t worth 
much when we reach Fort Union. I intend to hand 
you and Sarah over to the army, go to the bar, get 
stinkin’ drunk, then buy a horse and head back to 
Wyoming. And, believe me, Hannah White, when I 
ride away from the fort, I won't even look back.” 

“You can forget Sarah and me that easily?” 

“It's not a question of forgettin’. I'll always 
remember you and Sarah.” 

“Then what is it a question of?” 

He looked at her, his gaze unyielding. ‘“There’s no 
place in my life for you and your daughter.” 

“I don’t believe you.”’ 

Justin was becoming annoyed. “Dammit! Can't 
you believe anything I tell you? You're the damnedest 
woman I ever met! Stubborn, hard-headed and. . . 
and downright contrary!” 

Hannah was feeling inwardly pleased. If that was 
what he thought about her, then at least she was 
making an impression. He wouldn't find it so easy to 
ride away from her. She was sure of that. 

Justin felt contrite. “I'm sorry, ma'am. You're a 
brave, kind lady and I shouldn't have said those 
things about you. You've been through a bad 
ordeal, and I apologize for spoutin’ off at the mouth, 
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sayin’ things I ain’t got no business sayin’.” 

“Yes,” she murmured. “I have been through a bad 
ordeal. But, Justin, to say it was bad is putting it 
mildly.” Thinking about her captivity made her 
shudder visibly. “I feel soiled . . . degraded!"’ Sud- 
denly, as it all came flooding back to her, she placed 
her hands over her face and broke into racking sobs. 

Putting down his cup, Justin moved to her side 
and took her into his arms. He soothed her with 
gentle words. “There, there, Hannah. It's all behind 
you now. You got to learn to bury it in the past and 
go on. You're a strong woman, and you've got the 
courage to overcome what happened to you.” 

Her tears abating, Hannah snuggled even closer 
into his embrace. “Why do you think that I'm so 
strong?” 

“'Cause you survived your ordeal. A weaker 
woman would've gone out of her mind. I've seen it 
happen. More than once.” 

Her head came to rest on his shoulder. Oh, it wasa 
good shoulder, so wide, strong, and protecting! Was 
her inner strength a curse with Justin? If her nature 
were more delicate, would he then feel more tenderly 
about her? A tenderness that would grow into love? 
She wondered about Molly. What type of woman had 
she been? Strong or delicate? She knew he wouldn't 
take congenially to her prying, but she nonetheless 
asked, ‘Justin, will you tell me about your wife?” 

She felt him stiffen. Then he quickly moved her 
out of his arms. 

“T'd rather not talk about her,”’ he mumbled. 

“Why?” she persisted. 

He refused to answer, but she pressed on, “Was 
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Molly strong or delicate?” 

It was a long time before he replied, “On the 
outside, Molly was delicate, but she had an inner 
strength that was unbreakable.” 

“Was she pretty?” 

“Yes, ma’am. To me, she was beautiful.” He 
smiled, remembering. “She had red hair with freck- 
les to match. When I first met her, I told her she was 
as cute as a speckled hound pup.” He chuckled at 
the memory. “She didn’t take too kindly to my com- 
pliment.” 

Hannah smiled. “I can well imagine. A speckled 
hound pup? Oh Justin, how could you?” 

Grinning, he answered, “Well, at the time, it 
seemed like the thing to say.” He paused for a 
moment, deep in thought. Then he continued, as 
though once he'd decided to discuss his wife, he was 
helpless to stop. “Molly and I had a lot goin’ against 
us. She was a Southerner and I had fought for the 
Union. She was a genteel lady and I was an 
uneducated lout. Also, she was a lot younger. But our 
love closed those gaps. We were as different as night 
and day, but no two people could've been closer. I 
don’t think Molly was happy livin’ on the fort, but 
she was happy livin’ with me. Do you understand the 

“Yes, I do,” Hannah answered, listening at- 
tentively. 

“Molly was city-bred, and I think she missed the 
comforts she'd had back home. But she knew there 
was no way I could've adapted to life in the city, so 
she was content to share my world with me. She never 
said these things to me, but I sensed them. I knew a 
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part of her heart longed to leave the West and return 
to civilization.” 

Justin fell silent. Hannah didn’t try to encourage 
him to continue. She knew he'd begin again when he 
was ready. 

A frown crossed his face. “I should’ve taken her 
back to the city and learned to live in her world. If I 
had, she'd be alive today. But, no, I had to keep her 
out here in the wilderness where diseases like cholera 
run rampant! It’s my fault she and Rebecca are dead! 
Hell, I knew the West wasn’t a safe place for a woman 
and a child!” 

“Justin, their deaths aren't your fault. How can 
you possibly blame yourself? Don't you think 
women and children die in the cities? Besides, 
Molly's place was with you in your world. She knew 
that, and deep in your heart you know it too. The 
man is the provider. He and his family must live 
where he works.” 

“J admit what you say makes a lot of sense, and I 
reckon technically it’s right. But it doesn’t make it 
any easier for me. I still know if I hadn't kept my wife 
and daughter in the West, they'd be alive today. r'll 
never forgive myself for not taking Molly home.” 

Reaching over and grasping his hand, Hannah 
cried, ‘Justin, don’t you realize that Molly's home 
was with you? She was already home, and she 
wouldn't have traded her home with you for all the 
riches in the world!” 

“How can you say that about a woman you never 
knew?” 

“Because I can understand Molly. She loved you, 
Justin, and so do I. I'd gladly live with you in the 
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deepest part of the wilderness in a one-room cabin, 
just to be at your side! I’m sure Molly loved you no 
less.” 

He stood up abruptly, looked down at her, and 
muttered impatiently, “Listen to me, Hannah White, 
and listen closely. I don’t want you to love me.” 

“We don’t always get what we want, Justin,” she 
answered firmly. 

“It'd be in your best interest to take your own 
words to heart,” he remarked curtly. Then he heeled 
about and stalked to his bedroll. 

They were still following the Rio Grande. De- 
ciding to take a bath, he dug into his pack and 
withdrew a bar of soap. Without giving Hannah so 
much as a cursory glance, he left the campsite and 
went to the river. 


Justin stripped and waded into the cool river. 
Standing knee-deep, he rubbed the soap vigorously 
over his sinewy frame, then lathered his beard and 
hair. Then he pitched the bar onto the bank, walked 
out to where the river was waist-level, and dived 
under the water's surface. He swam beneath the 
rippling waves for a long time. When his lungs felt 
like they were about to burst he came up for air. 
Treading water, he turned onto his back and floated 
for awhile before returning to the bank. The bath and 
swim had been refreshing, and feeling rejuvenated, 
he stretched out on the bordering grass. He lay flat, 
his arms outstretched and his legs spreadeagle. He 
stayed that way, allowing the evening breeze to dry 
his wet flesh. His gaze became fixed on the vast sky. It 
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was dotted with twinkling stars and was softly lit bya 
half-moon. 

Justin was deeply troubled. He hadn't forgotten 
David and the others and wondered if they were all 
right. David was so young and had his whole life 
ahead of him, and Julianne would make hima good, 
loving wife! Justin prayed that David and the rest 
would make it out of Mexico alive. 

However, Justin’s trouble went farther than just 
David. Without whiskey to muddle his senses, he was 
forced to face his memories with a clear mind. Since 
the night Hannah had poured his supply of whiskey 
into the Rio Grande, his recollections of Molly and 
Rebecca had been poignant. So far he was coping, 
but the pain never let up. Cold sober for the first time 
in four years, Justin was compelled to view his grief 
realistically. He could no longer drown his sorrows 
in a bottle of whiskey. Now he had to live with them. 

Coping with his grief was not the end of his 
troubles. At present Hannah and Sarah were his 
responsibility, and he hoped to God that he'd get 
them safely to Fort Union. If anything were to 
happen to either one of them...! He routed the 
fearful thought from his mind. He'd deliver them to 
the army safe and sound, or die trying! 

Suddenly, and against his own volition, the 
memory of Hannah standing completely naked 
before him flashed across his mind. His manhood 
responded to the vision as he remembered her 
curvaceous body in vivid detail. Her beauty wasn’t 
the kind that turned men's heads, but in Justin’s 
opinion, she was an attractive woman. His own 
words came back as a reminder... A beautiful 
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woman is like a jewel, St oe 
treasure. Molly had been a jewel; Hannah would bea 
treasure. Justin was surprised and disturbed by his 
own speculation. Why the hell had such an idea 
entered his head? 

Well, he told himself, Hannah will be a treasure to 
some man, but I ain’t that man! Someday, she'll meet 
someone who'll have enough sense to appreciate her, 
Her husband has got to be the biggest fool walkin’ 
the face of the earth. Leavin’ a good wife like Hannah 
and a sweet little daughter like Sarah! The stupid, 
no-good skunk! He'd better hope that I never run 
across him! When I get through smashin’ in his face 
with my fists, his own mother won't recognize him! 

Justin's wrath and taste for revenge were so real 
that he was astounded by his own feelings. Why did 
he feel such anger toward Hannah's husband? It 
wasn't any of his business that the man had coldly 
forsaken his wife and daughter. 

“Damn!” Justin muttered aloud. “I reckon I'm 
gettin’ to feel too responsible for Hannah and Sarah. 
They ain't mine and I don’t have the right to act like 
they are."’ His muttering grew grumpy, “Further- 
more, I'm glad they ain’t mine. And the sooner I get 
them to the fort, the better off I’m goin’ to be. A stiff 
drink of whiskey is what I need. Then maybe I'll start 
thinkin’ sensible again. I can’t let myself get 
sentimental about that woman and her little girl. 
Dammit, I just can’t do it!” 

He did a good job of convincing himself that he 
didn’t want Hannah and Sarah in his life. But even 
after he had that out of the way, he became aware that 
his manhood was still stiff from the memory of 
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Hannah's nudity. He had been too long without a 
woman, but since he had spent most of his waking 
pours drunk, his abstinence hadn't been a problem. 
He groaned uncomfortably. With sobriety came 
virility. He wanted Hannah! Damn, how fiercely he 
wanted her! 


As Justin was lying on the grassy bank, Hannah, 
still sitting at the campfire, was debating with herself 
about going to the river. Would it be a mistake to 
follow Justin? If she did, would he welcome her or 
order her to stay away from him? She sighed with 
discontent. He'd probably tell her to leave. 

Her resolve surfaced. Hadn’t she decided to fight 
for him? Was she quitting already? “Oh no!” she said 
aloud. “I haven't begun to fight!” Her blue eyes 
shone with determination. “Justin Smith, you've 
fought Indians, Rebels, and outlaws, and won all 
your battles. But this is one fight you aren't going to 
win!" 

She glanced over at Sarah. The child was sound 
asleep with the dog close at her side. Knowing her 
daughter's canine protector would keep her safe, 
Hannah left the campfire and headed decisively 
toward the river. 

Prepared to battle wills with Justin, she walked 
unhaltingly, but the sight that suddenly confronted 
her caused her steps to falter. There on the grassy 
bank was Justin, lying flat on his back, completely 
unclothed. 

The moonlit night revealed his impressively 
strong frame, and, hungrily, Hannah's gaze traveled 
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over his manly form. A longing ache centered at her 
feminine core as her eyes devoured the man she loved. 
A mass of dark curly hair covered his broad chest, and 
as she lowered her vision, she was amazed to see that 
he was aroused. 

Justin was aware of her presence. His instincts 
were too well trained, too alert, for anyone to slip up 
on him. Without looking at her, he said calmly, 
“Hannah, take off your clothes.” 

“Wh ... what?” she stammered, taken aback by 
his request. 

“Take off your clothes,"’ he repeated placidly, stil] 
withholding his gaze. 

Hannah had no intentions of arguing. She wanted 
him with all her heart. Forgotten was her plan to 
battle with him for his love. She would give herself to 
him freely and with no ulterior motives. If she was 
destined to lose him, she would at least have this 
night to remember. Tears came to her eyes, and they 
were a mixture of joy and sadness. Joyfully, she'd lie 
in the arms of the man she loved. But, sadly, his arms 
might hold her only this once. Hannah felt that she 
hadn't even begun to penetrate Justin's impregnable 
heart. 

Her hands trembling with anticipation, she began 
to unbutton her dress. 
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“Don't undress over there,”’ Justin said flatly. 
“Come over here, where I can watch you.” 

Suddenly feeling as nervous as a young, innocent 
bride, Hannah moved on unsteady legs. She went to 
Justin and stood in front of him. 

He sat up quickly, and his dark eyes bore fervently 
into hers. “Undress slowly,” he uttered, his voice 
thick with desire. 

Her hands were still trembling as they fumbled at 
the buttons on the bodice of her dress. Finally, she 
had them undone. Unhurriedly, she slipped the 
gown from her shoulders, past her waist, then let it 
drop at her feet. He had asked her to move slowly, so 
taking her time, she removed her petticoat, stepped 
out of her shoes, and slid her final undergarment 
down her thighs, removing it languidly. 

“Unbraid your hair,” Justin commanded huskily. 

She did as he wanted, and the long, heavy tresses 
fell about her face and shoulders. 

Justin sat, unmoving, as his eyes drank in her 
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her hair, making the blond strands shine with — 
radiant highlights. Her full breasts were firm, and 
Justin’s gaze lingered on them as he admired their 
perfection. Then, leisurely, he lowered his sensual 
perusal to the area between her rounded thighs. 

Reaching for her hand, he drew her down onto the 
grass. She stretched out at his side. Leaning over her, 
Justin whispered, “Hannah White, you're a fine- 
lookin’ woman.” 

She smiled shakily. “Justin Smith, you're very 
handsome yourself.” 

“] plan to make love to you, but I don’t plan to 
marry you. So if you're expectin’ anything more than 
this one night, then you'd better put your clothes 
back on and return to camp.” 

“Justin, has anyone ever told you that you talk too 
much?” 

He grinned wryly. “Yes'm. Several times.” 

Lacing her arms about his neck, she pressed her 
lips down to his. Justin felt shiver run through him 
as he realized again how fiercely he wanted her. Her 
nearness inflamed him, the touch of her lips set him 
on fire. 

“Hannah! Hannah!" he moaned, his hand 
moving down her body, caressing her bare flesh. 

Hannah writhed beneath Justin's stimulating 
touch. His hand closed about her breast, kneading it 
until he felt the nipple harden. Bending his head, his 
mouth closed over the taut peak, sucking at it gently. 

Entangling her fingers in his hair, she pressed his 
mouth ever closer as she purred wantonly, “Oh yes, 
darling ... Yes!" 
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His lips came back to conquer hers as his hand 
moved downward to the golden wiangle at her 
thighs. Her legs parted, welcoming his exploration. 
His finger entered her warm depths, and as he probed 
in and out her legs parted even wider. Soon their 
passion was burning hotly, almost uncontrollably. 

Moving over her, Justin sought entrance as his 
hardness pressed against her womanly softness. Her 
legs wrapped about his waist, making it easier for 
him to delve deeply within her. 

His penetration was swift, and as he ecstatically 
entered her moist, hot depths she moaned aloud 
and shoved her hips upward, accommodating his full 
length. Exultantly, she met his hard, rapid thrusts, 
squirming beneath him with wild delight. 

Justin had been years without a woman, and his 
fulfillment quickly began to peak. Through sheer 
willpower, he held it in check. He’d not submit to his 
own needs until Hannah’s had been sated. He 
plunged and withdrew, plunged and withdrew, his 
hips pounding demandingly against hers. 

Hannah, suffering sweet agony, moaned fever- 
ishly, revelling in the fusion of their bodies. Her 
husband had never loved her in such an aggressive 
way. Responding to Justin’s impelling drive, she 
arched strongly, riding him with mindless abandon. 

Cresting love’s apex, Hannah clung tightly as her 
body trembled with rapturous relief. Justin, know- 
ing her passion was quelled, gave in to his own 
pressing need, and with one final thrust, he achieved 
total release. 

He moved to lie at her side. His breathing was 
ragged, his body weak. He was quiet for a time. 
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Then, as his breathing slowed back down to normal, 
he murmured, “It's been so long since I had a 
woman, I'd almost forgotten how wonderful it is to 
make love to one. Thank you, Hannah. You're a 
great lady.’ 

I won't cry! Hannah told herself. After all, I didn’t 
expect him to fall in love with me. I knew that 
afterward he'd be cold and distant. But it still hurts! 
Even though I knew it was coming, that doesn’t stop 
the hurt. 

Concealing her pain, she replied in an even tone, 
“IT hope I satisfied you, Justin.” 

“You certainly did that, ma'am.” 

Her resentment exploded before she could hold it 
back. ‘“‘Ma’am!” she raged. ‘““How dare you call me 
‘ma’am'! Justin, damn your unfeeling heart! A few 
minutes ago, we were as close as a man anda woman 
can be, and now you have the audacity to refer to me 
as ‘ma‘am’!” 

“What the hell do you want me to call you?” he 
retorted. 

“You might try calling me Hannah!" 

She got to her feet, and, dressing, she continued 
peevishly, ‘Justin, there is a time and a place to use 
formality with a woman. I advise you that, hereafter, 
you don't call a woman ‘ma'am’ after you have made 
love to her . .. unless she’s a prostitute!”’ 

Standing and putting on his buckskins, Justin 
mumbled grumpily, “Women! How in the hell is a 
man supposed to understand ‘em!”’ 

Placing her hands on her hips and eyeing him 
heatedly, she remarked, “Justin, I know you don't 
mean to be unkind, but that doesn't make your 
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cruelty hurt any less!"’ 

He was totally dumbfounded. ‘What did I do?” He 
threw up his hands in despair. “I should've con- 
tinued avoidin’ you! I had a feelin’ it would turn 
out like this. Hannah .. .” He paused, faced her di- 
rectly, and continued, “Note, I’m usin’ your name! 
Hannah, you're the damnedest woman I ever met! I 
can't figure you out! You're too damned unpre- 
dictable!” 

“Well, I can read you like a book, Justin Smith! 
Because you lost your wife and daughter, you don’t 
have the courage to try again. You'd rather feel sorry 
for yourself and drown your sorrows in a bottle of 
whiskey!" 

“So that’s what this is all about!” he snapped. ‘““We 
made love, and now you're expectin’ me to make a 
commitment. Dammit it, woman! I told you before- 
hand that there would be no lastin’ ties!” 

Hannah felt sure now that she'd never win Justin's 
love. Love came from the heart, and Justin’s heart 
most assuredly had died with his wife and daughter. 
The man was incapable of caring for her or any other 
woman. She had been a fool to give him her love, her 
pride, and her body! Well, she still had a shred of 
dignity left, and she'd keep it. Striking out, wanting 
to hurt him the way he had hurt her, Hannah said 
coldly, ‘Justin, I wouldn’t marry you if you got 
down on your knees and begged me. Unfortunately, 
I'm already married to a drunk!” 

She twirled about, meaning to hurry back to camp, 
but moving quickly, Justin grabbed her arm, forcing 
her to face him. The dark fury radiating in his eyes 
made her fear that she had gone too far. 
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“Hannah, I can’t tolerate a naggin’ wo 
Travelin’ together, we can't avoid keepin’ 
company." His grip on her arm increased painful 







“Or else what?"’ she demanded. 

“Or else, I'm gonna take you over my knee and 
spank your bottom so hard you won't be sittin’ down 
for a week!"’ 

He turned her loose, but instead of rushing away, 
Hannah smiled and decided that maybe Justin wasn’t 
lost to her after all. She should've known that his 
gruff, cynical manner was simply a facade. 

“What's on your mind?" he asked, finding her 
smile perplexing. 

Her anger completely gone, she laughed merrily, 
“Oh Justin,” she began warmly, “I was afraid that I 
had pushed you too far, and you were going to do 
something terrible to me. But you merely threatened 
to spank me.” 

He arched a brow. “Do you find a spankin’ 
funny?" 

“When the threat comes from you, yes.” She eyed 
him shrewdly. ‘‘Also, when a man spanks a woman, 
it often leads to something else, and you know what 
I'm talking about. So, darling, feel free to spank me 
anytime you get the urge.” 

Frustrated, Justin mumbled, ‘Woman, I never 
know what to expect from you.” 

“I'm sorry for all those cruel things I said. Please 
forgive me.” As she turned swiftly and headed toward 
camp, she called over her shoulder, “I’ve decided not 
to give up on you, Justin. Not yet!” 
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a Watching her hasty retreat, he grumbled, “I ain't 
; known anyone so damned unpredictable. 
iar... That's what she is, peculiar.” 
Shaking his head as though helplessly perplexed, 
Justin smiled, and for the first time in four years his 
smile came from the heart. 


Sitting on the edge of the bed, David looked 
absently at his temporary quarters. The one-room 
hut was unimpressive and sparsely furnished. The 
small dwelling held no interest for David. His 
thoughts were completely involved with Julianne. 

Lying back on the quilt-covered bed, he propped 
two pillows behind his head. Then he took a cheroot 
from his shirt pocket, lit it, and puffed leisurely as he 
continued to think about the woman he loved. 

Dinner had been served in Salvador’s home. 
Recalling the meal, David remembered how lovely 
Julianne had been in her borrowed clothes. Her 
white blouse, designed to be worn off the shoulders, 
revealed her creamy flesh and the fullness of her 
breasts. The brightly colored skirt clung smoothly to 
her hips, and the long folds flared gracefully about 
her legs and down to her slim ankles. The vision 
made David acutely aware of how much he desired 
her. He wanted her and wished she was here at his 
side. The more he thought about Julianne, the more 
pressing was his need for her. 

Restless, he tossed and turned. Finally, moving 
decisively, he swung his long legs over the side of the 
bed, stood, put out his cheroot, and headed toward 
the door. To hell with what Diego thought! He'd go 
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to Julianne, tell her to pack her few belongings, 
bring her back here. No power on the face of the earth 
was going to keep him separated from the woman he 
loved! 


As David had been tossing and turning on his bed, — 
Julianne, alone in her bedroom, had been pacing the 
floor, her thoughts exclusively on David. 

Their separation was tearing her to pieces, for she 
desperately longed to be with him. Although she 
understood why David had insisted that they occupy 
different quarters, it didn’t make missing him any 
less painful. 

Suddenly, an idea sprang into mind, and her steps 
halted abruptly. She'd slip out of her bedroom and go — 
to David. Then, later, she'd sneak back in. No one 
need know that they had been together. She knew 
which hut was his, for she had asked Lynda exactly 
where David was staying. 

Her mind made up, she hurried out of the room, 
went quietly to the rear of the house, and let herself 
out the back door. Keeping to the shadows of night, 
she hastened toward her lover’s hut. 

As Julianne was making her way to David, he had 
opened the door to his dwelling and was about to 
step out when, unexpectedly, Isabella arrived. 

“Good evening, querida,”” she murmured. 

Stepping outside, he asked impatiently, “What do 
you want?” 

She smiled invitingly. “What do you think I 
want?” 

David sighed heavily. He was anxious to see 
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- Julianne and was annoyed with Isabella’s inter- 


ruption. 

“Isabella,"’ he began testily, “I've already told you 
that when I need you, I'll send for you! For now, I 
want you to stay with Diego.” 

Isabella was not about to relent so readily. She 
wanted David too passionately to give up easily. 

Moving closer, she boldly laced her arms about his 
neck and pressed her thighs snugly to his. David tried 
to extricate himself from her embrace, but before he 
could she stood on tiptoe and kissed him aggres- 
sively. 

At this moment, Julianne, walking swiftly toward 
the hut, caught sight of their passionate encounter. 
Halting, she stared at them, her heart breaking. Oh 
she had been a fool to believe David when he had said 
there was nothing between him and Isabella! This 
embrace was no act on David's part, for there was no 
audience to view his performance... except for 
herself! And she had seen enough! Turning quickly, 
she rushed away. 

David was allowing Isabella’s kiss to linger, 
hoping it would pacify her for now and she'd be 
willing to leave, believing their parting was only 
temporary. 

Pretending reluctance, he drew his lips away from 
hers. Holding her at arms’ length, he said con- 
vincingly, “Isabella, when the time is right, we'll be 
together. But for now, it’s best that we leave things 
the way they are." Releasing his grip, he cuffed her 
playfully on the chin. ‘‘Just remember, my beauty, 
anything worthwhile is worth waiting for.” 

“You are worth waiting for, querida,” she whis- 
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pered wantonly. 

“Then be a good little girl and do as I tell you. For 
now, go back to Diego. Our time is coming.” 

“It cannot get here too soon for me.” Deciding to 
prove that she could be an obedient lover, she quickly 
bade him goodnight and made a hasty departure. 

David waited until she was out of sight, then 
headed for Salvador’s home. Anxious to see Julianne, 
he strode quickly, and reaching the house, knocked 
loudly on the front door. 

He was admitted by Lorita. “‘Sefior, come in,” she 
invited. § 

“I need to talk to Julianne,” he explained. “Will 
you please get her for me?” 

“Si,” Lorita answered. ‘Wait in the parlor, and I 
will tell her that you are here.” 

David waited restlessly. The few minutes it took 
for Julianne to enter the parlor seemed interminable. 
The moment she stepped into the room, he went to 
her and brought her into his arms. “Julianne,” he 
murmured, “I miss not having you with me.” 

Forcefully, she pushed him away. Her eyes flaring 
angrily, she snapped, ‘‘Stay away from me, you 
black-hearted rogue!” 

Taken aback, he questioned urgently, ‘‘What's — 
wrong with your” 

She turned away from him, her long skirt twirling 
about her legs. She walked halfway across the room, 
then whirled around to face him. “You're just like 
my father and brother-in-law!" she accused petu- 
lantly. 

David was totally at a loss. “You aren’t making 
sense!" 
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. Her simmering temper reached its zenith. “Stay 
the hell away from me, David Hunter! Do you 
Hereafter, you'd better keep your 

ee 

David's own anger rose. He loved this woman, had 
done everything within his power to show her how 

he cared! Yet it seemed that every time he 
believed he could depend on her, she threw his love 
back at him. His anger was barely under control, and 
afraid that he might lose it, he uttered gruffly, “We'll 
continue this discussion tomorrow when your 
temper has had time to cool!” 

“J'll start cooling my temper when you start 
cooling your passion!”’ she yelled to his departing 
back. 

Going to the door and flinging it open, David 
stormed out of the house. His wrath boiling, he 
paused on the front porch and lit a cheroot. Then he 
sat down on the top step and stared angrily into 


Inside the house, Julianne left the parlor, hurried 
down the hallway to her room. She was fuming, but 
her anger was suddenly forgotten when, roughly, a 
pair of arms reached out from behind the door and 
grabbed her. Before she could scream, a strong hand 
was clamped over her mouth. 

Holding her imprisoned, Alonso shut the door 
with the heel of his boot. Her back was against him, 
and pressing her tightly against his chest, he 
whispered threateningly, “‘Sefiorita, you and I have 
some unfinished business!" 

With one hand still covering her mouth, he dipped 
his other one into his pocket and withdrew a 
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her down onto the soft mattress and pinned her there 
with his manly frame. 

The bedside lamp shone on Alonso's face, and as 
he ripped away his bandage the light illuminated his 
scar. The wound, which hadn't fully healed, was red 
and puffy. 

“See what you did to me!” he snarled viciously, 
“‘Maybe, sefiorita, after I rape you, I will scar your 
face.” 

Fear overwhelmed her. She fought frantically, but 
her struggles were fruitless against his superior 


Imprisoning her hands and holding them over her 
head in one strong grip, he lifted his frame from hers, 
reached down, and yanked up her skirt. 

As his fingers anxiously caressed her legs and 
moved upward to the softness between her thighs, 
Julianne gasped convulsively under the confining 
gag. Her eyes, glazed with repulsion, stared into 
Alonso's determined ones. He was going to rape her 
and she knew she was helpless to stop him! 


David threw down his cheroot, got to his feet, and 
started toward his hut. But a moment later, hesi- 
tantly, he paused. Dammit! He wasn’t going to wait 
until tomorrow for Julianne’s temper to cool! Why 
should he spend a sleepless night trying to figure out 
what was bothering her? She'd tell him now what 
was wrong, or he’d shake it out of her! 
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j David crossed the front porch with determined 


. 


strides, opened the door, and stepped into the house. 


Seeing Lorita going into the parlor, heasked bluntly, 


“Which room is Julianne’s?” 

She was hesitant to answer. 

“Which room?” he demanded, his anger evident. 

Tentatively, she replied, “The last one on the 

“Sag 

As David stormed down the hallway, Lorita, 

ightened for Julianne, rushed to the study where 
she knew she'd find Salvador and Diego. 

Reaching the closed door to Julianne’s room, 
David flung it open. The sight that confronted him 
sent him into a blind rage. 

Meanwhile, Alonso, his heart lurching with fear, 
moved away from Julianne and reached for his 
holstered gun. 

David's reflexes were quick, and before the man 
could draw his pistol David lunged swiftly and 
tackled him about the waist. The two men fell to the 
floor. Straddling Alonso, David's fists pounded 
across his face. 

Salvador and Diego barged into the room. When 
they saw what was happening, they hurried to David 
and pulled him off his battered victim. 

“Let me go!” David raged. “I’m gonna kill that 
sonofabitch!”’ 

As Salvador attempted to restrain the angry 
gringo, Diego helped Alonso to his feet. Maintaining 
a firm hold on the beaten man, Diego said with haste, 
“1 will take care of Alonso.” Taking Alonso with 
him, the big Mexican left the room. 

David broke away from Salvador’s firm grip and 
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went to Julianne. Lorita was on the bed beside her 


and was removing the gag. 


“Are you all right?” David asked, his eyes probing 


Julianne'’s. 

“Yes,"" she managed to whisper. “I’m all right. 
You got here before he could hurt me.” 

“You're moving to my hut right now,” David said, 
his tone adamant. “I want you where I can protect 
you. Pack your things.” 

“Sefior,”’ Lorita began, “Julianne is too upset. | 
will pack her belongings and bring them to her 

“Thank you, Lorita,” David answered. Then 
taking Julianne’s hand, he drew her off the bed, 
placed an arm about her shoulders, and led her out of 
the room. 

Although the walk back to David's dwelling was 
short, it was long enough for Julianne to recover 
somewhat from her ordeal. By the time David 
ushered her into the hut, she had achieved a 
semblance of composure. 

Julianne’s gaze fell across the bed, erroneously 
assuming that the crumpled covers were proof that 
David had lain there with Isabella. David attempted 
to take her to the bed, but she drew back. 

“You need to lie down and rest,” he said tenderly. 

“No!” she objected strongly. “I refuse to lie on that 
bed!”” She wasn’t about to rest on David's and 
Isabella’s love nest! 

David groaned inwardly. Apparently, she was still 
upset with him. Although he was tempted to make 
her tell him what was wrong, he refrained from 
doing so. She had been through enough for one 
night. Their discussion could wait until morning. 
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Dreking for granted that she was opposed to sleep- 
ing with him, he said considerately, “You can have 
the bed to yourself. I'll sleep on the floor.” 

‘She responded heatedly, “I told you that I will not 
lie on that bed! Not even by myself!” 

Infuriated with her obstinate nature, David stalked 
to the bed, stripped off the quilt, grabbed a pillow, 
and threw them at her feet. “Then you sleep on the 
floor!” he shouted. 

“] willl” she remarked. Picking up the cover, she 
went to a corner and spread out the quilt. Then, lying 
down, she placed the pillow beneath her head. She 
turned her back to David and curled up on her side. 

Watching her with barely controlled anger, David 
had to force himself not to go to her and demand an 
explanation. 

He flopped on the bed, stuck a pillow behind his 
back, and fumed silently. He started to turn off the 
bedside lamp, but deciding to have a smoke, he left it 


on. 

As David smoked his cheroot and fumed in silence, 
Julianne lay perfectly still, hoping he would think 
she had fallen asleep. When she heard David call her 
name softly a few minutes later, she didn’t respond, 
but pretended to be sleeping soundly. She didn’t 
want to talk to him. Not now! The memory of 
Isabella in his arms was still too fresh, and the sight 
of the crumpled covers on his bed had hurt too 
painfully. 

David, believing her to be asleep, moved to turn off 
the lamp, but a knock on the door deterred him. He 
got up and walked across the room to see who was 
knocking. He hoped it wasn’t Isabella. Opening the 
door, he was surprised to see Diego. 
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Grinning, the Mexican said heartily, “If you 
not mind, amigo, I'd like to speak to the sefiorita,”’ 

David glanced at Julianne. She was lying still, 
feigning sleep. 

“She's asleep,’ David answered. 

“When she wakes up, tell her she no longer has to 
worry about Alonso.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Remember, amigo, when I told him if he 
bothered the sefiorita without my permission that J 
would kill him?” 

David nodded. ‘I remember.” 

Diego's grin broadened. ‘‘Alonso is dead. I stuck — 
my pistol to his head and pulled the trigger.” He > 
laughed uproariously. “I was surprised when his 
brains splashed everywhere. You see, I had always 
thought his brains were in his pecker!"’ He laughed 
again, finding his remark extremely humorous. 
“Tell the sefiorita that he'll be buried in the 
morning, in case she wants to spit on his grave.” 
With that, he turned on his heel and walked away, 

Julianne had been listening intently, and as David 
closed the door, she fought back the sickening bile 
that had risen in her throat at the thought of Alonso's 
bloody death. 

She heard David cross the room, and the squeaking 
of the bedsprings as he sat down. Then he turned off 
the lamp and the room was shrouded with darkness, 

Julianne held back the need to rush into David's 
arms, where she'd feel safe and warm. A cold chill 
crept up her spine. She had traveled with Diego for 
weeks, but until now, she hadn't really compre- 
hended the man’s cold-blooded viciousness. 
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Chapler Thirty 


It was dawn before David finally fell asleep, and 
then he was awakened by insistent knocks at the 
door. When the loud rapping continued, he called 
testily, “All right . . . All right, I'm comin’!” Sitting 
up, he glanced over at Julianne. She was curled upon 
her pallet with her back turned. When she didn’t 
move, he wondered how she could sleep through the 
noisy knocking. 

Julianne, remaining perfectly still, had heard the 
persistent pounding and was wide awake. However, 
she felt too depressed, too rejected, to face David. She 
had decided to feign sleep until she could get her 
thoughts in order and also muster a veneer of 


composure. 

David had fallen asleep fully clothed. Leaving the 
bed, he strode across the room and opened the door. 
The sight of Isabella made him groan inwardly. 

The woman’s eyes were narrowed angrily and her 
face was livid. Before David could say anything, she 
lashed out at him. “‘Sefior, you are making a fool of 
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me and I do not life it! I heard what happened 
night between the red-headed gringa and Al 
You brought the woman back here to your hut! Is she 
here now?" 

“No,” David lied, avoiding a confrontation be. 
tween Isabella and Julianne. ; 

David's lie cut painfully into Julianne’s heart, 
Good Lord, he cared so deeply for Isabella that he 
didn’t want the woman to even know that she was 
here! 

Her ire flowing freely, Isabella said furiously, “T 
no longer trust you! You do not want me, you only 
want the red-headed woman! When Diego told me 
what happened with Alonso, I started thinking 
about the way you treated me last night. You would 
not let me in your hut, but kept me outside!" 

Julianne tensed, listening closely. 

Isabella continued, ““Then when I kissed you, your 
response was lukewarm. I know when a man’s 
passion is aroused, and you did not want me, sefior! | 
insist that you tell me why you are leading me on! 
What kind of game are you playing?” 

A tiny smile touched Julianne’s lips, then spread 
radiantly. Again, she had found David guilty when 
he was innocent! Oh, damn her jealousy! Would she 
never learn to curb it? 

David exhaled deeply. He was sick and tired of this 
charade he was living. He had nothing against 
Isabella and felt bad about playing her along. The 
expected gun shipment couldn't get here too soon. 
However, at present, he must deal with Isabella. 
Deciding his best recourse was anger, he uttered 
gruffly, “Dammit, woman! You mean you woke me 
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“up so I could hear you rattling off at the mouth! Get 
_ the hell away from me, Isabella! I'll talk toyou when 
]’m good and ready!” 

His hand snaked out and grasped her wrist. 
Jerking her close, he glared down into her eyes. “‘If 
you're gonna be my woman, you'd better learn to 
curb your naggin’ tongue, or I'll make you wish you 
had!"’ He released her and shoved her roughly. 
“Now, go away and leave me in peace! I need sleep, 
not a shrewish woman spoutin’ a bunch of non- 
sense!” 

He slammed the door, locked it, went to the 
window, and looked outside. He was relieved to see 
Isabella walking away. Turning, his gaze went to 
Julianne. He wasn't surprised to see her sitting up, 
but was dumbfounded when she suddenly held out 
her arms to him. 

“Come here, darling,’’ she murmured, smiling 
warmly. 

Going to the pallet, he sat beside her and went into 
her arms. Holding him close, she pleaded, “David, 
forgive me for the way I acted last night.” 

He moved her so that he could see into her face. 
“Julianne, what the hell were you so mad about?”’ 

Quickly she explained how she had come to his 
hut and had seen him and Isabella kissing, adding 
that she had mistakenly believed that the crumpled 
bedcovers were proof of his unfaithfulness. ‘‘David,”’ 
she continued, “I judged you by my father and my 
brother-in-law. You see, they both indulged in love- 
affairs and I was afraid that you were like them. I 
understand that a lot of married men take up with 
women like Isabella, even though they actually love 
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their wives.” 

Smiling tolerantly, he drew her into his arms and 
murmured, “Julianne, I'm a one-woman man, 
Believe me. After we're married, I won't be lookin’ for 
extramarital dalliances.’’ He chuckled. “I’ve got all I 
can handle taking care of you, my temperamental 
little redhead.” 

Hugging him tightly, she cried, “David, I promise 
you that I'll never again doubt your love!” 

He looked deeply into her eyes. ‘Do you mean 
that, Julianne?” 

“Yes, I swear it!” she answered truthfully, for she 
knew her jealousy had finally been put to rest... _ 
forever. 

Sliding her arms about his neck, she brought his — 
lips down to hers, sealing her promise with a love- 
filled kiss. He eased her down onto the pallet, and as 
his passion rose fervently, he turned their kiss into a 
hot desire of demanding urgency. 

Julianne wanted him as desperately as he wanted 
her. They removed their clothes with haste. Now, as 
bare flesh touched bare flesh, the young lovers 
surrendered ardently to their rapturous union in 
love's breathtaking paradise. 


About an hour before sundown, Justin, deciding 
to stop for the night, found an ideal spot surrounded 
on three sides by shrubbery-covered cliffs. He had 
been walking ahead of Hannah and Sarah. Now 
returning to them, he led them to the peaceful valley, 

Sarah, tired of riding on the mule, stretched her 
legs and rana short distance away. Spot was with her. 
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She picked up a stick and threw it for the dog to fetch. 
Enjoying the game, Spot ran after the stick, brought 
it back, and waited expectantly for Sarah to throw it 


Watching her daughter and the dog, Hannah said 
with a smile, “Spot's so good with Sarah. I wish he 
belonged to us.” 

“I'd give him to you, but David would never 
forgive me. He’s awfully fond of that black varmint.” 

“So are you,’’ Hannah added. As her gaze swept 
over the fertile area, she asked, “Justin, do you mind 
if I wait a little while before fixing supper? It’s so cool 
and pleasant here that I'd like to rest a few minutes 
and just enjoy the view.” 

“I don’t see any harm in relaxin’. Besides, I don't 
reckon we're in any danger. If any of them Apaches 
followed us, they'd have caught up to us days ago. We 
ought to reach Fort Union tomorrow before sunset.” 

Hannah's eyes shone brightly. “It's such a relief to 
know that we're going to reach the fort safe and 
sound.”’ Checking on her daughter, she glanced into 
the distance. Seeing that Sarah and Spot had 
wandered to the side of a cliff and were investigating 
a cave, she murmured worriedly, “I don’t want her 
playing around that cave. There might be a wild 
animal inside."’ 

Justin chuckled. “There ain't no wild critter in 
there or Spot would be barkin’. But I think I'll mosey 
over and see what they're up to." 

Hannah smiled inwardly. ‘You mean you're 
going to go play with them, don’t you?” 

He blushed beneath his full beard. ‘“‘Don’t you 
reckon I'm a little too old to be playin'?” 
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one way of puttin’ it.” 

She watched him as he strode across the land 
toward the cliff. She noticed the way he moved with 
long, steady strides, his muscular frame exuding 
strength. I love him so much! she moaned to herself, 
planting this vision of Justin into memory. Years 
from now, she'd be able to withdraw this moment. 
from her mind and see this impressive man as plainly 
as she could see him now. It would be a memory she'd 
treasure, this view of Justin walking across the 
wilderness that he loved so dearly. 

She sighed plaintively. I must be more optimistic, 
she reflected. I'm acting as though I've already lost 
Justin and will only have memories of him. I can’tlet_ 
myself give up until I’m on a stagecoach heading for 
Illinois, and even then I'll probably hope he'll come 
after me. Oh Justin Smith, you stole my heart and 
it'll always be with you! 

Catching sight of Justin, Sarah waved to him. She 
smiled, happy that the man was planning to join her 
and Spot. As he waved back, she saw a sudden 
movement out of the corner of her eye. It had come 
from the high ridge looming behind Justin. Her gaze 
flew upward, and spotting an Indian standing on the 
ledge, rifle in hand, Sarah froze. Wide-eyed, she 
watched as the warrior lifted the gun to his shoulder, 
took aim, and pointed it at Justin. 

Sarah's frantic cry was high-pitched and filled 
with terror, ‘Mister Justin, look out!" 

Justin, reacting immediately, lunged two the 
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at the same moment that Nana fired his rifle. 

Justin's sudden drop caused the fired bullet to be a 

little off target and it slammed into the lower part of 

his back. The wound was deep and blood flowed 
sely. Justin lay still, too weak to move. 

Hannah didn’t stop to scream, but with un- 
pounded courage, rushed to the pack mule, removed 
Justin's rifle, cocked it, and shot at the warrior. 

Nana hadn't been watching Hannah. When the 
bullet from Justin’s rifle grazed his head, he sensed a 
second of shock before the forceful impact sent him 
plunging backward. He hit the ground heavily, and, 
dazed, he remained prone as he tried to clear his 
mind. 

Keeping the rifle with her, Hannah raced head- 
long for Justin and reached him simultaneously with 
Sarah. They knelt beside him. He was lying face 
down. Using extreme care, Hannah turned him over. 

Justin was conscious. He'd heard the shot and 
asked, “Did you get him?” 

“Yes, I think so. But I don’t know if he’s dead.” 

“Just in case he ain't, help me to the cave, then go 
back and get the mule.” 

Handing Sarah the rifle, Hannah assisted Justin to 
his feet. He leaned on her for support as they headed 
for the cave. Reaching it, she helped him inside the 
small opening. Then, taking the rifle from Sarah and 
cautioning her to remain with Justin, Hannah 
hurried back outside. 

She ran as fast as she could, and when she reached 
the mule she was out of breath and panting heavily. 
Grabbing the reins, she urged the animal to move 
and began leading it to the cave. 


425 


In the meantime, Nana had partially recovered, 
Hefting himself from the ground, he stepped to the 
ledge and took cover behind a thick bush. Looking 
down into the valley below, he saw the white woman 
leading the mule. Earlier, he had been a fool to 
overlook the woman, thinking only the man pre- 
sented a threat. A vengeful smile spread across his 
face as he lifted his rifle and aimed it at the woman. 
She was an easy target and Nana was confident that 
he wouldn't miss. 

But Hannah's shot had given the warrior a slight 
concussion, and just as he squeezed the trigger his 
vision blurred. 

Hannah heard the flying bullet ricochet off a 
nearby rock before the gunshot thundered omi- 
nously. Picking up her pace and tugging at the reins, 
she moved frantically closer to the mouth of the cave. 
Arriving, she tried to lead the mule inside, but the 
animal balked stubbornly. Getting behind the 
obstinate beast, she had to practically push it inside 
the dark hole. It was a tight fit for the mule, but once 
inside it seemed content to stay there. 

“The Apache is still alive!" she exclaimed, rushing 
to Justin and falling to her knees beside him. She 
started to examine his wound, but he stopped her. 

“You ain't got time to see about me. Get some kind — 
of shelter and take up a position at the opening of 
this cave. If you see a movement, shoot at it. The only 
way we're gonna keep that Apache from rushin’ us is 
to let him know it would be suicidal for him to try.” 

“Justin,” she protested desperately. “I must tend to 
you or you'll bleed to death!” 

“If you don’t do as I say, we're all gonna be dead.” 
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; Leaving Justin untended was the hardest thing 

had ever forced herself to do. But knowing 

he was right, she looked about the cave for something 

to use for shelter. There was nothing that would 

suffice. “Oh Justin!” she cried helplessly. ‘There's 
nothing here that I can use for cover!” 

“Use the mule,” he uttered, his voice growing 


weak. 

Hannah turned to the animal. She hated being 
compelled to use a living creature for shelter, but in 
this case she had no other choice. She went to the 
mule, took its reins, and led it to the small opening. 
This time it didn’t balk, for it preferred to be closer to 
the outside and away from the dark, confining cave 
walls. 

Rising up on an elbow cost Justin severe pain, but 
he had to see if Hannah had gotten the mule to 
cooperate. “Hannah,” he moaned hoarsely, “get that 
damned critter to lay down so you can take cover 
behind him.” 

“How?” she pleaded, frantic. “How dol get him to 
lay down?” 

“Jab the rifle against his front legs while pulling 
downward on the reins. If that don’t work, shoot 
him.” 

Doing as he instructed, Hannah poked the mule 
with the rifle barrel while jerking on the reins. “Oh 
please lay down, mule! Please! I don’t want to kill 
youl” 

The mule, finding her jabbing a nuisance, buckled 
its front legs. Then, as she continued to pull on the 
reins, it eased its body to the ground. 

Hannah sighed with relief and called to Justin, 
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“He's down,” 

“Get the rope and tie his front legs, so he'll Stay 
down,” Justin ordered. 

Taking the rope off the mule’s back, she quickly 
bound its front legs together. Then, crouching 
behind its body, she said breathlessly, “Justin, how 
seriously do you think you're wounded?” 

“Serious enough,” he groaned. Justin had seen 
enough gun wounds in his life to know that, without 
a doctor, his wound would prove to be fatal. His life 
was ebbing slowly but steadily. He might stay alive 
through the night and part of tomorrow, but without 
medical attention he was sure to die. 

He told Hannah to hand Sarah the medical kit, 
and as the girl brought it to him, he said in a weak 
voice, “Honey, I want you to take some gauze out of 
that kit and press it against my wound.” 

He turned and lay on his stomach. As large tears 
filled her eyes, Sarah lifted his shirt. The ugly wound 
was frightening, and afraid that Justin was going to 

“Sarah, you got to be a big girl and help your Ma 
and me. Now I want you to press a bandage to my 
wound and hold it there tightly.” 

Although Hannah’s eyes were forward, watching 
for a movement, she had listened to Justin talking to 
Sarah. Suddenly, remembering the moment Justin 
had been shot, she exclaimed, “My God! Sarah 
talked! Justin, she warned you to look out!” 

Sniffling, and trying to hold back her tears, Sarah 
murmured, “Yes, Mama. I can talk now.” Wadding 
up strips of gauze, she placed the bandage to Justin's 
wound and pressed with all her might. 
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j Justin’s consciousness was close to fading. Fight- 
_ jng to stay awake, he replied, “I reckon the fear of me 
dyin’ brought back her voice.” 

Hannah was about to comment further on her 
daughter's recovery when she spotted the warrior 
slipping down the side of the distant cliff. He was too 
well covered by shrubbery for her to get off an 
accurate shot. “I see the Apache!” she exclaimed. 
“But I don’t have a clean shot." 

“Shoot anyway,” Justin commanded. “Let him 
know you're watchin’ him. We got to make him 
afraid to come too close.” 

Hannah shot, and as the gun exploded she saw the 
warrior duck to the ground and take cover. He didn't 
bother to return the fire, for he couldn't afford to 
waste ammunition. 

“What's hapenin’?” Justin asked Hannah. 

“Nothing. I don’t even see him anymore.” 

“Well, that shot probably persuaded him to stay 
put for awhile.” 

“Oh Justin!’’ Hannah cried. ‘What are we going 
to do? If we don’t get you to a doctor you're going to 
die! We can’t stay holed up in here indefinitely!"’ 

“Right now, staying here is the only choice we 
got.” He turned his attention to Sarah. “Honey, bind 
the wound.” 

She did as he said, and although the job wasn't 
done very well, it was better than nothing. 

Slowly, Justin rolled to his side. “Sarah,” he 
began, his voice hoarse, ‘I’m gonna ask you to do 
something that’s gonna take a lot of courage. I want 
you to go farther back in the cave and look for 
another opening. Do you think you can do that?” 
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“I don't know,” she said, close to tears. “It's 
back there." 

“I know, that’s why I said it’s gonna take courage, 
But you can take Spot. He'll take care of you.” 

She nodded with a bravery she wasn't sure she felt, 
“All right, Mister Justin, I'll do it.” 

“I'm real proud of you, Sarah. Now call Spot and 
go look for another way out of here. And, honey, tiea” 
strand of rope about the dog’s neck and hold on to the 
other end. Don't let it go even for a second. Spot will 
be your eyes in the dark and keep you from trippin’. 
He'll also bring you safely back.’’ 

Justin always traveled with extra rope. Taking a 
long length, Hannah quickly tied it about Spot, then 
handed the other end to Sarah. “‘Do exactly as Justin 
told you, dear. Don’t let go of this rope!” 

“I won't, Mama,” she assured her in a wembling 
voice. 

“Don't be afraid, honey,” Hannah said sooth- 
ingly. “Spot will keep you safe.” 

Reassured, the girl held securely to the rope, and 
moving slowly, she and the dog headed farther back 
into the shadowy cavern and were soon swallowed up 
by darkness. 

Hannah had turned away from the opening to 
watch her daughter. Seeing the worry in her eyes, 
Justin said gently, “She'll be all right, Hannah. 
Turn around and watch for that Apache.” 

Obeying, she asked, “Justin, if there is another 
outlet, are we going to sneak away?” 

“You and Sarah will, but I’m goin’ to stay here and 
keep that Apache occupied while you two escape.” 

“Justin, no!” she objected. “We can’t just go off 
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and leave you!” 

“You've got to leave. For Sarah’s sake. If you stay, 
that little girl will die. After I'm dead, how long do 
you think you can hold off that warrior? You got to 

sometime and that’s when he'll get you. You 
and Sarah both.” 

Hannah gasped, pain searing her heart. “Oh, 
Justin!” she groaned. 

“Hannah!” he remarked with false gruffness. 
“Don’t start cryin’. When you get to Fort Union and 
report what happened the army will ride out here, 
and since I'm too ornery to die, when they get here I'll 
still be goin’ strong.” 

She smiled feebly. “Please don’t talk to me as 
though I'm Sarah. We both know that if I leave you 
I'll probably never see you alive again.”’ 

It was a long moment before Justin replied, “My 
life don’t matter, but Sarah's does. You just worry 
about savin’ her and leave me to my own destiny. I've 
flirted with death all my life, and it's no stranger to 

Tears flooding her eyes, Hannah murmured 
brokenly, ‘God bless you, Justin.” She was quiet for 
some time, then said softly, “Justin?” 

“Yes'm?” he responded, still remaining conscious 
through sheer willpower. 

“I love you, Justin Smith!” she cried. “I love you 
with all my heart!” 

Hannah was surprised to hear Justin's voice break 
with emotion. “You're a good woman, Hannah 
White, and I hold you in high regard. If I ever said 
anything to hurt you, I'm sorry.” 

“It’s what you haven't said that hurts.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“You've never said that you love me.” 

She held her breath, hoping desperately that he’ 
fulfill her wish, but Hannah would never know 
Justin would have professed his love for, at 
moment, Sarah and Spot returned. 
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another opening.’ 

“Good,” he remarked. “An hour or so 
dawn, you and your Ma are gonna leave.” 

Hannah swallowed back her tears. Leave! 
help her, as much as she loved Justin, she was goi 
to leave him! If it weren't for Sarah, she'd stay 
beside the man she loved. She knew that if Justi 
died, a large part of herself would die with him. 
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Chapler Thinty-One 


Sitting up drowsily, Salvador lit the bedside lamp. 
His face was dripping with perspiration, and he 
wiped an arm across his wet brow. The dream had 
haunted him again. The nightmare wasn’t fading 
with time, but was becoming more frequent. 

He left the bed, stepped to the wash basin, and 

water into it from a pitcher. Wetting a cloth, 
he rubbed it vigorously over his sweat-drenched 


His thoughts centered on Lorita, and he groaned 
audibly. He couldn't possibly marry her without 
telling her why he was plagued by a recurring 
nightmare. Married, they would sleep side by side 
every night, and when his dream occurred, which it 
surely would, Lorita would be awakened by his 
moaning. She would demand to know why he was so 
troubled, and it would be impossible to put her off 
indefinitely. No, she had to be told. It was only fair 
that she learn of his terrible sin before they married. 
She might find what he had done too horrible to 
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accept and despise him. If she were going to hate 
him, he preferred that she do so now, before 
becoming his wife. 

He moved to a chair where he had draped his 
clothes. As he dressed, he reminded himself that 
Lorita hadn’t accepted his marriage proposal and he 
might be worrying for nothing. He hesitated for a 
moment, debating with himself if he should confess, — 
or wait and see if she was going to marry him. No, he 
decided, I'll tell her now. If she’s going to leave me, — 
I'd rather she do so quickly before I fall even more in 
love. 

Moving with determination, he went to the door, 
opened it, and stepped into the hallway. He was sure 
that Lorita would be sleeping, felt a little guilty 
about waking her. However, he supposed it would be 
best to get it over with now while he had the courage 
to see it through. 

Reaching her room, he knocked softly, and called 
her name. 

She answered almost immediately. “Salvador?” 
she asked from inside the room. 

“Si,” he replied. “Let me in, please. I need to talk 
to you.” 

“Just a minute,” she responded. 

He waited anxiously as she lit a lamp and slipped 
into her dressing gown. Opening the door, she asked 
urgently, “Salvador, what's wrong?” 

He came into the room, and as she closed the door 
behind him, he apologized. “Forgive me for disturb- 
ing you at this hour.” 

Lorita was mystified by his late call. “That's all 
right, Salvador. I'm sure you must have an important 
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reason for being here.” 

“I do,” he murmured, his tone solemn. Taking her 
arm, he led her to a chair. “Sit down, Lorita. What! 
have to tell you will take a little time.” 

Turning his back, he walked over to the window, 
then faced her again. The lamp's soft glow was 
falling across her lovely face, and, for a moment, he 
was stunned by her touching beauty. He gazed 
wistfully into her large eyes. They were filled with 
tenderness, and he felt a stab of consternation as he 
realized that very soon now her eyes might be 
overflowing with repulsion. He knew Lorita well 
enough to know that she was very religious. More 
than likely, she'd loathe him for what he had done. 
Although he had been innocent, it didn’t right the 
terrible act he had committed. 

“Lorita,” he began, forcing himself to remain 
strong and carry through with his confession, “I'm 
here to explain why I have this recurring dream. It 
would be unfair to marry you without telling you 
what I did. You once asked me if my dream stemmed 
from a guilty conscience.’ He exhaled deeply. “Si, it 
does stem from my own guilt.” 

“Salvador, please,” she implored. “You do not 
owe me an explanation. We are not betrothed.” 

“Tl understand,” he replied. “But I want you to 
know what happened before you make a decision 
about marrying me.” 

Lorita didn’t want to hear his confession, she only 
wanted to learn where he hid his gold so she could 
leave this place, return to Esteban, and report the 
gold’s location. When she had agreed to take this 
assignment she had never imagined that she'd find 
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Salvador a man so easy to like. He was the compl. 
opposite of what she had envisioned a murderer 
be. She must get away from him as soon as possible, 
for he had a strange power over her, and when she 
was in his presence she lost all perspective. 

She started to tell him that she preferred not to hear 
his revelation, but before she could finish he stopped 
her. 

“No, Lorita. Just be quiet and listen to what I have 
to say."" He took a deep breath, then began, “A little 
over a year ago, Carlos, Pedro, and I were on our way 
home from La Gruta. We'd been drinking heavily’ 
and were very drunk. We stopped at an isolated hut to 
fill our canteens and water our horses. When no one 
came out of the house to greet us, I told Carlos and 
Pedro to go inside and see if anyone was around. A 
few minutes later, Carlos and Pedro came out of the 
house and they had a naked woman with them.” 

Lorita tensed and her eyes widened with interest, 
but Salvador was too involved to notice the way she 
was now hanging on to his every word. 

“They threw the woman to the ground. Then 
Carlos told me that her name was Maria, and for the 
right price any man could have her." 

Lorita cringed inwardly. She had suspected that 
her sister was making extra money by selling her 
body. Maria had gone to great lengths to prevent 
Lorita from knowing, and, Lorita, respecting 
Maria's feelings, had not confronted her with her 
suspicions. 

“I asked the woman if she was Maria,” Salvador 
continued. “She said that she was, so I helped myself 
to her body. I didn't even ask her if she was willing, 
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Fn eiy took her. After all, I believed she was a whore. 
When I finished, I gave Carlos some money and told 
_ him to pay her. Then I went into the house. I saw a 
filled tub, for the woman had been taking a bath. I 
started to go into the bedroom when I happened to 
the woman's clothes folded on a chair. I went 

over and looked at them.” 

Salvador paused, rubbing a hand over his brow. 
He swallowed heavily and compelled himself to 
continue. “Lorita!l” he moaned brokenly. “She was a 
nun! The woman I thought was a whore was really a 
nun! I rushed outside to stop Carlos and Pedro. 
Carlos had just finished with her. I was mad enough 
to kill him, but he swore to me that he had thought 
the woman was Maria. I took a blanket from my 
horse and covered her. I asked her why she hadn't told 
me who she really was, and she said that she’d been 
afraid. | swear to God, Lorita, if I had known, I 
would never have touched her! I tried to tell her how 
sorry I was, then I got on my horse and rode away. 
Carlos and Pedro followed directly behind me.” 

Moving quickly and catching Lorita off guard, he 
went to her chair, knelt, and placed his head in her 
lap. His strong shoulders shook with his sudden 
sobs. ‘‘That is why I have this recurring dream!” he 
moaned. “In my sleep, I keep reliving that day!” 

Absently, Lorita brushed her fingers through his 
dark hair and soothed him with tender words. 
Salvador hadn't killed Maria! Oh, thank God, he was 
innocent! She didn't doubt his innocence; for she had 
once heard his nightmare plaguing his conscience. 
Furthermore, he had no reason to lie to her about 
something like this. He didn’t know that she was 
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Maria's sister. 

Her heart lifted and she was about to tell him 
truth and ease his troubled mind, but, all at once, 
common sense prevailed. She couldn't tell him the 
truth! Not now! First, she must go to Esteban and let 
him know that Salvador hadn't murdered Maria, 
Also, she had Benito to consider. If she confessed 
everything to Salvador, he'd find out that Benito was 
working for Esteban. Before she could tell Salvador 
that she was Maria's sister, she would need to speak to 
Esteban, which would also secure Benito's safety. 

She wondered if Salvador would forgive her for 
pretending that Benito was her brother in an attempt 
to aid Esteban. Surely he would understand why she 
had wanted to avenge her sister. She had been so 
certain that Salvador was Maria's murderer! 

A puzzled frown crossed Lorita’s face. If Salvador 
didn’t kill Maria, then who did? It had happened 
over a year ago, and now that so much time had 
passed she would probably never learn the killer's 
identity. 

“Do you hate me?” Salvador asked quietly, his sobs” 
subdued. 

“No, of course not,” Lorita hastened to reply. 

He raised his head from her lap, and sitting at her 
feet, looked up into her face. “I was afraid that you’ 
despise me.’ 

Despise him? she thought. I love him! The 
knowledge that she loved Salvador hit her all at once. 
But it didn’t come as a big surprise. Her love for 
Salvador had been buried deeply within the far 
recesses of her heart. Only her belief that he had 
killed Maria had kept it from surfacing. 
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tine down into Salvador's watching eyes, she 
-murmured sincerely, “I do not despise you. I love 
isis face aglow, Salvador replied exultantly, 
-“Lorital You have made me so happy! Does this 
mean you'll marry me?” 

“Yes,”” she whispered somewhat uncertainly, for 
when it came time to make her own confession, 
Salvador might retract his proposal. 

“When?” he pressed anxiously. “Set a date for our 


“Soon,” she murmured evasively. 

Making plans, Salvador began with enthusiasm, 
“With the gold I have hidden, we can afford an 
elaborate ceremony. You'll have a beautiful wedding 

are 2? 

No!” she protested adamantly. “Salvador, you 
did not come by that gold honestly, and I'll have no 
part of it!” 

“But, Lorita, without it we'll be destitute.” 

“} don’t care! I refuse to have anything to do with 
tainted money.” 

Standing, Salvador began to pace the room, Then 
he paused and tried to reason with her. ‘If we have no 
money, where and how will we live?” 

“We can live in my father’s home. It is modest, but 
serviceable. You will have to find some kind of 
employment." 

“Doing what?” he asked urgently. 

“Maybe you can find work in La Gruta.” 

“And if I don’t find a job?”’ 

“We will cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
She rose to her feet, stepped to his side, and looked 
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sternly into his eyes. ‘Salvador, I meant what I said. | 
will have no part of that gold.” 

Realizing that she wouldn't relent, Salvador 
sighed heavily and conceded, ‘‘All right, Lorita. You 
mean more to me than all the riches in the world. I'l] _ 
tell Diego that he can have the gold.” 

“And what about the Confederate gold?” 4 

He looked at her with surprise. “How did you — 
know about that?” 

“Julianne told me.” x 

Once again, he exhaled deeply. “I'll withdraw. Itis _ 
now between Diego and Sefior Hunter.” ‘ 

Satisfied, Lorita turned away, walked to the 
window, and gazed outside. Her gaze was vacant, — 
but her thoughts were filled. She had a depressing — 
feeling that Esteban wouldn't be as agreeable as — 
Salvador. He would be disappointed in her for 
falling in love and might very well decide it was time _ 
for him to destroy Salvador. She must find a way to 
pacify Esteban. The gold! Of course! If he had the — 
gold, maybe then he'd be willing to forget about — 
Salvador. She'd learn where it was hidden and tell — 
Esteban. Let him steal it! She didn’t care! | 

Turning her gaze to Salvador, she asked point- — 
blank, “Where is your gold hidden?” 

Trusting Lorita implicitly, he answered, “There's 
a lone cottonwood at the oasis between here and La 
Gruta. The gold is buried twenty paces north of the — 
tree. Why do you ask?” 

“Just curious,’ she mumbled, lowering her eyes — 
from his. Her thoughts were still racing. Tomorrow — 
she’d go to Esteban and give him an ultimatum. If 


he'd agree to leave her and Salvador in peace, she'd — 
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tell him the gold’s location. She lifted her gaze back 
to Salvador. “Tomorrow I want to visit my home 
and I want Benito to come with me.” She had to get 
Benito to Esteban’s hacienda where he'd be safe. 
She'd return by herself, confess everything to Salva- 
dor, and pray that he'd understand and forgive her. 

“Why do you want to go home?” he asked. 

She hesitated, trying to think of a plausible reason. 
Then, conjuring up an excuse, she answered, “If we 
are going to live there, I need to check on the house 
and see if it is alright. It has been left unattended for 
a long time.” 

“J’ll go with you and Benito,” he decided 

“No!” she objected, more strongly than she had 
intended. Continuing, she stammered, ‘‘I...1 
would like to spend some time alone with my 
brother.’ 

Salvador didn’t understand but was willing to 
acquiesce. “All right, Lorita. How long do you plan 
to be gone?” 

“We should be back the day after tomorrow.” 

Lorita was still poised at the open window. The 
luminous moonlight sifted through her gown, softly 
outlining her delicate curves. As Salvador's vision 
raked over her lovely form, her silhouetted beauty 
evoked his deire. Moving slowly, he went to her side, 
drew her into his arms, and kissed her passionately. 

Leaning into his embrace, Lorita accepted his 
heart-stopping kiss. As his mouth continued its 
possessive pressure, she felt as though he were 
stealing her breath. Her knees weakened and her 
head began to swim with awakening ecstasy. 

Wary of her own fervent feelings, she started to 
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twist out of his demanding embrace and insist that 
they wait until their wedding night. Then, suddenly, — 
she grew afraid that he wouldn’ t forgive her when she _ 
confessed her trickery. She and Salvador might never 
share a marriage bed. Tonight, this moment, could — 
very well be the last time she'd be in the arms of the — 
man she loved. If she wanted to give him her love 
fully and with no inhibitions, it might be now or 
never! 

All at once, he swept her off her feet and carried her 
to the bed. She didn’t demand that he put her down, — 
She'd give Salvador all her love, willingly and 
eagerly. This might be the only time, and at least 
she'd have this night to remember forever. 

Reaching the bed, he placed her near it on her feet. 
She trembled as he quickly removed her robe and 
gown. As she stood before him unclothed, she kept 
her eyes loweed modestly. 

Salvador groaned with longing as he admired her 
soft, delicate curves. Then, gently, he eased her onto — 
the bed and quickly threw off his own clothes. Lorita, — 
watching, was amazed by his flawless masculine 
body. The sight of his superb nakedness added fuel to 
her smoldering passion. 

As he joined her on the bed, his lips came down on 
hers, causing her to shiver in exquisite agony. 
Surrendering ardently, she felt as if she were floating — 
on a vaporous, all-engulfing cloud that was spiral- 
ing her upward to unknown heights. ‘J 

Lorita’s emotions wheeled and spun as Salvador 
expertly aroused her passion, his intimate caresses 
and loving words spreading the fire within her until 
it grew to such intensity that it raged out of control. 
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When he moved over her and parted her thighs she 
was ready to accept him. He drove into her swiftly, 
sparing the virgin woman prolonged pain. As her 
discomfort waned, then dispelled, rapture filled her 
senses. Holding him close, she murmured, “Salva- 
dor, I love you.” 

“T love you too, Lorita,” he whispered ecstatically. 

He began to move within her, and soon they were 
blissfully absorbed in making love. 


Salvador walked quietly down the hallway. He 
had left Lorita sleeping soundly, but he had been too 
agitated to fall asleep and was hoping that a breath of 
fresh air might make him drowsy. 

Lorita’s insistence that he give up his present 
lifestyle and the gold had upset Salvador. He had no 
intentions of going back on his word. He loved 
Lorita and wanted her more than anything on the 
face of the earth, including wealth. However, 
handing over his stashed gold to Diego was depress- 
ing. Also, after he and Lorita were married, how 
would he support her? He doubted if his college 
education would be much of an asset when he looked 
for employment in La Gruta. 

Stepping outside, Salvador paused for a moment 
on the front porch, then decided to take a short walk. 
As he headed in the direction of the horse corral, he 
was surprised to see David standing at the fence, 
petting his gray Appaloosa. 

Hearing Salvador's footsteps, David turned and 
watched the man’s approach. 

“Good evening, sefior,” Salvador said. “I didn’t 
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expect to see you here.” 
“I couldn't sleep and thought some night airy 
might make me sleepy.” 
Salvador smiled with genuine warmth. “I couldn’, — 
sleep either,” he explained. “I had planned to send 
for you in the morning, but I guess I may as well talk 
to you now. What I have to tell you will come as q__ 
shock. I have decided to withdraw my partnership. | _ 
want nothing to do with the Confederate gold, — 
However, I do plan to give Diego money to purchase 
the rifles for Flying Hawk. You can still have the 
manpower to dig up the buried wagons and get the : 
gold. Only now, Diego and his men will be your 
partners.” He shrugged insouciantly. “As for my 
men, the choice is theirs. They can join up with 
Diego, or go wherever they please.” 

David was astounded. “You talk as though you've 
decided to break up your gang.” 

“I have,"’ Salvador answered. “‘Lorita and I are — 
going to marry. She is a woman of high morals and 


lifestyle... and also my gold.” 

“And you're willing to do so?” 

“Si. L love Lorita and will do anything to make her 
happy.” 

Looking away from Salvador and returning to — 
stroking the Appaloosa, David's thoughts were soon 
disquieting. This unexpected turn of events was not 
to his liking. With Diego in full command, Julianne 
would be in extreme danger. He knew that the huge 
Mexican was expecting him to trade her for Isabella — 
and was growing overly anxious to consummate the 
deal. Also, Diego still had his and Flying Hawk's 
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guns and had given no indication that he planned to 
return them. When they left this hideout, Diego was 
liable to decide it was high time for their trade. 
Without a gun, David could do nothing to protect 
Julianne. 

David's expression became set. He had to find a 
means of escape. If General Johnson wanted to arrest 
Diego and his men, then he'd have to find a way to 

prehend them without his help. He'd no longer 
gamble with Julianne’s and Lynda's safety. If the 

eral didn’t like it, he could goto hell! With Diego 
at the helm, the risks to the women were too great. 
When David had believed they'd be traveling with 
Salvador in command, he hadn't been worried about 
the women, for he knew that Le6én was a man of 
integrity, regardless of his criminal connections with 
Diego. 

Casting Salvador a sidelong glance, David won- 
dered if he could persuade the man to help him and 
the others escape. To gain his support, he’d have to 
tell him the truth. If he were to confess that he was 
working for the U.S. Army, Salvador might decide to 
kill him instead of helping him. However, as he 
recalled everything Isabella had told him about 
Salvador, David found it hard to believe that 
Salvador was capable of murder. 

David turned and leaned back against the corral. 
Crossing his arms over his chest, he stared into the 
distance. Confiding in Salvador was not a decision he 
should make on the spur of the moment. The gun 
shipment wasn’t expected for three or four more 
days. In the meantime, he'd find a way to become 
better acquainted with Salvador. Then, if he still 
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sensed that the man would offer his help, he'd 
completely honest with him. 

“Well, I think I'll see if I can get some sleep,” 
Salvador said, intruding on David's thoughts. 

Needing an excuse to spend time with Salvador, 
David remarked, “I noticed a chess game in your 
study. I thought...” 

Interrupting, Salvador questioned eagerly, “Do 
you play chess, sefior?”’ 

“Yes, I do.” 

“I haven't found a chess opponent since leaving 
Spain. Are you any good?” 

“I think I am.” 

“Good. Tomorrow, come to the study and we'll see 
who is the better man.” 7 
“One game doesn't prove who's really the best. 
Why don’t we have a tournament? Say the best out of 

five.” 

“When both players are good, a game of chess can 
take a long time.” 

“We should be able to complete the tournament in 
a couple of days. Besides, it'll give us a chance to get 
to know each other.” } 

Salvador nodded. “‘Sefior, you have a deal. I'll see 
you tomorrow.” 

David, smiling inwardly, watched him as he 
walked away. His plan to become closely acquainted 
with Salvador had been put successfully into motion. 





Chapter Thinty-Faao 


*Justin,’’ Hannah said softly, ‘this mule can't stay 
on his side much longer. I think he’s getting sick.” 
She shivered, for the night air had brought a chill 
into the damp cave. 

Justin was lying on his stomach, and as he moved 
so that he could see Hannah, pain coursed through 
him. “You can turn the critter loose pretty soon, 
‘cause I want you to take him with you.” 

“If I have the mule, what do you intend to use as 
shelter?” 

“I won't need none," he mumbled. “‘If that Apache 
shows himself, I'll blow him to hell.” 

Hannah leaned back against the cave wall and 
rested Justin's rifle across her lap. She glanced in 
Sarah's direction, but it was dark in the cavern and 
she could barely make out her daughter's shape as she 
lay asleep with the dog curled up at her side. Hannah 
turned her gaze to Justin. She could see him a little 
better, for he was closer to the opening. ‘‘ How are you 
feeling?”’ she asked him. 
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“T’'m hangin’ on,” he answered weakly. 

Hannah cringed. She didn’t like the way his voice 
kept growing weaker, but his resilience amazed her, 
Most men would have passed out a long time ago, 
She knew that he was holding on to consciousness _ 
through sheer willpower. 

Giving in to her fatigue, she closed her eyes. Her 
constant vigil had strained every nerve in her body, 
and the tension had brought on a pounding 
headache. She massaged her temples, hoping to 
soothe the throbbing pain. 

At the sound of a rustling bush, her eyes came 
open, and placing the rifle’s barrel across the mule's 
back, she looked outside, her gaze sweeping cau- 
tiously over the moonlit shrubbery. Suddenly, spot- 
ting a jackrabbit scurrying out from beneath a heavy 
bush, she sighed with relief. 

Relaxing, she let out the breath she'd been 
holding. Once again, she leaned back and placed the 
rifle across her lap. “Justin?’’ she called quietly. 

“Yes, ma’am?” he responded. 

Hannah frowned. After all she and Justin had been 
through, he still addressed her as “ma'am.” She 
sighed testily, bit back a retort, and asked, “‘Do you — 
think the Apache will attack at night?” 

“Probably not. He’s most likely gettin’ a good 
night’s sleep so he'll be rested for tomorrow.” 

“Justin,” Hannah groaned, “how can you pos- 
sibly hold him off until the cavalry gets here?” 

“Don't you start worryin’ about me. I've been in 
worse jams than this one and got out of 'em in one 
piece.” 

“Will you please stop talking to me as though I’m 
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a child?” she complained. “I know how grave this 
situation is!" 

“Well, I'll be damned,’ Justin grumbled. “If you 
ain't the contrariest woman I ever met. Here I lay 
close to death's door and you start fussin’ at me. It'sa 
good thing you didn’t decide to become a nurse—not 
with your bedside manner.” 

A faint smile touched her lips. “Very well. Have it 
your way. If you want to make light of a grave 
situation, then by all means do so. I'll not contradict 

ou again 

4 PGood, “3 * he mumbled, his cranky tone feigned. He 
was silent for a short time. “Hannah, there’s a 
Captain Ripka at Fort Union and he’s an acquain- 
tance of mine. If 1 don’t come out of this alive, leave 
Spot with the captain. He'll know how to contact 
David to let him know he's got the dog . . . And he'll 
let him know what happened to me.” 

“All right, Justin,” she agreed, tears welling in her 
eyes. As she brushed them aside, she searched for a 
topic that wasn’t depressing. Then, thinking of a 
lighter subject, she asked, “Why did David name the 
dog Spot? It’s such a strange name.” 

“Spot's dam lives at Kicking Buffalo's village. 
Spot was the runt of the litter and was about a week 
old when David paid a visit to Flying Hawk. David 
came across the litter of pups and noticed that the 
runt wasn’t gettin’ enough nourishment. The bigger 
pups kept pushin’ the little one away. Well, David 
felt sorry for the runt and took it upon himself to 
make sure it got its share of the dam’s milk. Every 
four hours, night and day, David would tend to that 
pup. With David's help the little fellow got healthy, 
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fat, and sassy. David stayed at the village about four 
weeks, and when he got ready to return home, he 
found that he was too fond of the pup to leave him, 
So he stuck the critter in his saddle bags and took him 
along. I have a cabin on David's ranch, and he 
stopped by to show me the pup. When I saw the little 
critter cuddled in David's hands, I said, ‘Why, he 
ain't nothin’ but a black spot.’ David laughed at that 
and decided to call him Spot. Of course we didn't 
know that little black spot would grow into a 
monstrosity.” 

Hannah glanced outside for another look about 
the area. A faint glow was beginning to appear on the 
eastern horizon. To Hannah the sight was fore- 
boding, for the awakening dawn meant that she and 
Sarah would soon be leaving. Dear God, how was she 
to find the courage to leave Justin to his impending 
fate? 

For a moment she succumbed to her sorrow. 
Bowing her head, she released her pent-up tears. 
Justin was no longer watching, and hiding her grief, 
she kept her racking sobs subdued. Her shaking 
shoulders the only sign of her suffering. Then taking 
control of her emotions, she wiped away her tears, 
lifted her chin, looked at Justin, and said calmly, 
“Dawn's approaching.” 

The long story about Spot had sapped much of 
Justin’s strength and he answered in a ragged voice, 
“Untie the mule. I want you and Sarah out of here: 
before sunrise. When you leave this cave, head north. 
After a couple of miles you'll come to a bend in the 
river. Change your course there and go east. Keep 
headin’ straight east, and if you travel quickly you 
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should reach Fort Union about noon.” 

As Hannah freed the mule from its restraints, 
Justin continued, ‘For the first few miles, you and 
Sarah ride double and make that ornery mule run. 
You've got to put as many miles behind you as you 
can. Run the mule till he tires, then walk him. When 
he’s rested, run him again.” He paused, caught his 
breath, then proceeded with his instructions, ‘“Take 
the rifle with you. My pistol is all I'll need. And, 
Hannah, pay close attention to Spot. If he growls or 
starts actin’ like somethin’s botherin’ him, grab 
Sarah and take cover. Cock that Winchester and be 
ready to fire it.” 

Hannah led the mule farther into the cave. “When 
the warrior sees that the mule’s been moved, won't he 
suspect that we're gone?” 

“He won't even know the mule’s not there. Where 
he’s at, he can’t see into the cave.” 

“What do you mean?” she queried, coming to his 
side and sitting. 

“He’s on top of us,” Justin answered. “This cave 
has an overhang and that’s where he is.” 

“How do you know this?” 

“Well,” he drawled, “I don’t know for sure, but I'd 
be willin’ to bet my life on it. He knows we can’t 
shoot him if we can’t see him.” 

Hannah was puzzled. “But that goes both ways. 
How can he shoot us if he can’t see us?” 

“Don’t you worry none about that. You just wake 
up Sarah and get goin’.” 

She watched Justin thoughtfully, her eyes trou- 
bled. “You know what he plans to do, don’t you?”’ 

“You're wastin’ time sittin’ here askin’ questions, 
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and each minute you waste is endangerin’ Sarah’; 
life. Wake her up and get out of here.”’ She started 
move, but he detained her. ‘There's one more thing] 
have to tell you. This is real important, so pay close 
attention. When you reach the other outlet, send Spot 
out first. Tell him to search. He'll know what he's 
supposed to do. If he doesn’t come back in five 
minutes, or if you hear him bark, turn around and 
head back here as fast as you can. There's always a 
chance that the Apache found the other opening and 
is in wait for an ambush." 
Hannah's emotions crumbled. Taking Justin's 
hand and holding it against her cheek, she sobbed 
brokenly, “Oh God, how do I leave you?” 
Justin was having difficulty holding his own 
emotions in check. Tenderly, he told her, “Give mea 
kiss, Hannah. Then goto Sarah, wake her, and leave. 
There's no need for us to exchange words, or for you 
to look back.” 
She swallowed heavily, squeezed his hand, then 
leaned over and put her lips to his. Their farewell kiss 
was tender. With her mouth still touching his, she 
murmured, ‘I love you, Justin. I'll always love you.” 
Doing as he had instructed, Hannah got to her feet, 
went over to her daughter, and woke her. Then 
grabbing the mule's reins, she urged Sarah to walk 
alongside Spot. The child cried, for she didn’t want 
to leave Justin, but her mother insisted that she keep 
on walking. 
Hannah didn't look back. 




















Justin lay still, waiting for the first sign of daylight — 
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to creep inside. He prayed that Hannah and Sarah 
had made it out of the cave. He knew that Hannah 
would remember to send Spot to investigate, and 
chances were good that their escape had been 
successful. 

Feeling a sticky wetness, he moved his hand to his 
wound. A new flow of blood was seeping through the 
flimsy bandage. He smiled, remembering how Sarah 
had tended to him. Most five-year-old girls would've 
taken one look at his bloody wound and recoiled. He 
couldn’t be more proud of Sarah if she were his own 
daughter. 

Moving was painful, and slipping his pistol out of 
its holster was torment. Justin grimaced, freed the 
gun, and cocked it. Slowly, he hefted himself into a 
sitting position and the effort nearly rendered him 
unconscious. He placed a hand on his brow. He was 
running a raging fever and knew delirium was 
quickly approaching. He hoped death would arrive 
before delirium. He'd rather die with a clear mind. 

He looked upward toward the cave's dark ceiling. 
“J know you're up there, you sonofabitch,” he 
mumbled aloud as though the Apache could hear 
him. “You're just waitin’ patiently for more day- 
light, ain’t ya? Well, in a few more minutes it'll be 
fairly light. Then you can start gettin’ ready to smoke 
me out.” He laughed, his fever starting to bring on 
the delirium he had hoped to avoid. “I know you're 
plannin’ to drop brush in front of the cave and then 
set fire to it. Think I don’t know what you're up to? 
Hell, I've lived too long and seen too much to be 
fooled by the likes of you.” 

Justin shook his head, clearing his mind. 
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“Damned if I ain’t sittin’ here mumblin’ toan 
who can’t even hear me. I reckon I'm gettin’ deliri 
after all.” 

He gave in to his weakened condition and closed 
his eyes. Death was close, he could feel it creeping up 
on him. It seemed he could remember hearing that 
when a person was dying, a loved one who had gone 
before him came back to lend a helping hand across 
death's threshold. He waited for a vision of Molly, 
and when one failed to materialize he moaned irra- 
tionally, “Molly? Where are you?” 

The sound of his own voice steadied him and his 
eyes came open. Once again he was able to think 
rationally. Through fever-glazed eyes, he watched 
the darkness inside the cave lighten as the morning 
sun climbed higher in the sky. 

Deciding it was time for him to make his move, he 
made a futile effort to get to his feet. Failing in his 
attempt, he grumbled aloud, “Dammit! I got to get 
up. I can't just sit here and let that devil kill me with 
smoke."’ He took a deep breath, then tying to bolster 
himself, he mumbled, “Come on, Justin! For 
Hannah's and Sarah's sakes, you have to find the 
strength to make it to your feet. You got to get outside 
and hold off that Apache long enough for Hannah 
and her little girl to get away.” 

Finding the strength that comes with determina- 
tion, Justin managed to stand up, his wobbly legs 
barely supporting his weight. Pressing a hand to his 
bleeding wound, he staggered to the mouth of the 
cave and waited. 

Fortunately, Justin's wait was short. He was on the 
brink of passing out when, as he had suspected, Nana 
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dropped a prickly sage bush at the cave’s opening. 
Justin's mind instantly snapped to attention. The 
moment the bush hit the ground he began counting. 
When he reached five a second bush was dropped. 
Justin quickly calculated that it took the warrior 
approximately five seconds to turn around, pick upa 
push, and drop it. 

When the third one fell, Justin knew that he had 
about five seconds to dart out of the cave. He planned 
to make a run for the distant shrubbery and dive 
behind it before the Apache could grab his rifle and 
shoot down at him. 

Calling upon the last of his tremendous strength, 
Justin dashed outside. As he covered the short 
distance, then rolled beneath the thick foliage, 
Nana’s fired bullet missed him by a mere fraction. 

Concealing himself behind the heavy vegetation, 
Justin looked up, and spotting the warrior poised on 
the overhang, he aimed his pistol and fired. His 
blurred vision caused the shot to go awry but it sent 
the Apache ducking for cover. 

Justin cursed himself for missing. However, he 
now had Nana trapped. The overhang didn’t afford 
much shelter, and if the warrior moved out from 
behind his present cover he'd. be a sitting duck. 

Keeping his pistol cocked, Justin lay flat on his 
stomach, his eyes rooted to the spot where Nana had 
taken refuge. Time dragged as the Apache warrior 
and the experienced scout lay still, each waiting for 
the other to make a careless move. 

Justin Smith miraculously remained conscious for 
over an hour before the last of his strength ebbed. 
Confident that he had delayed the Apache long 
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enough for Hannah and Sarah to safely get away, 
gave up the fight, closed his eyes, and sank peacefully 
into a dark, bottomless void. 

Meanwhile, Nana, deciding to make the first 
move, cautiously edged away from his cover. He did — 
so stealthily, for he didn’t underestimate this white 
man who had so courageously rescued the woman 
and girl. When no shot rang out he became bolder, — 
but was prepared for the man to shoot at any — 
moment. When silence ensued, Nana turned and ran 
swiftly. He planned to circle about and slip up 
behind his enemy, finish him off, then find a way to 
kill the woman and her daughter. 


While Justin had lain inside the cave worrying 
about Hannah and Sarah, they had successfully 
made their escape. Hannah had followed Justin's 
instructions and had sent Spot to investigate. A-few 
minutes later the dog had returned, his wagging tail — 
convincing Hannah that it was safe for her and Sarah 
to leave. 

Hannah had sat Sarah on the mule, swung up 
behind her, and sent the beast into a full run. 
Thinking about Justin had brought a flood of tears 
to her eyes, which blinded her vision as the mule 
carried them farther and farther away from the cave. 

They had ridden only a few miles when Spot began 
to bark. Jerking back on the reins, Hannah was about © 
to grab Sarah and flee for shelter, but the sight that — 
suddenly confronted her caused her to smile radi- 
antly and cry aloud, “Thank God!” 
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“Mama!” Sarah shouted happily. “Mama, look! 
Soldiers!" 

“I see them, honey! I see!” Hannah exclaimed, her 
flowing tears now a sign of joy. Hannah slapped the 
reins against the mule, sending it back into motion. 

In the meantime, Captain Ripka, riding in frontof 
his troops, caught sight of Hannah and Sarah. 
Holding up his hand, he ordered his company of 
soldiers to halt. Then, with his scout accompany- 
ing him, the captain rode out to meet the woman 
and child. 


Nana crept furtively, his moccasined feet stepping 
silently as he moved in closer to where Justin lay 
unconscious. 

Suddenly a flock of sparrows left their lofty perches 
and flew into the air. The warrior halted, his ears 
straining to hear what had disturbed the birds. 
Detecting the sound of approaching horses, he 
whirled about and quickly ran away. When he had 
reached a safe distance he looked back. When his gaze 
came to rest on the cavalry troop his feral eyes blazed 
with fury. The hated bluecoats had spoiled his 
vendetta, and he was now powerless to execute his 
vengeance on his brother's slayer. Nana spit on the 
ground to emphasize his anger, and then, with 
the stealth of a panther, he disappeared into the 
wilderness. 

At the mouth of the cave the soldiers drew up their 
horses and dismounted. The captain sent his scout 
and two of his men inside the cave to look for Justin. 
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Hannah and Sarah, who were now traveling in the 
cook wagon, reached the cave a few minutes later_ 
The moment the driver brought the canvas-topped 
wagon to a stop, Hannah jumped to the ground. 
Rushing to the captain, she asked breathlessly, ‘‘Is 
Justin alive?”’ 

Before he could reply, the scout came out and 
reported, ‘‘Sir, there's nobody in the cave.” 

“What!” Hannah gasped frantically. “He must be — 
in there!” 

“Try to stay calm, Mrs. White,” the captain hastily 
replied. Turning to his men, he commanded, 
“Spread out in groups of twos and threes and look for 
him!” 

It didn't take long for the searching men to find 
the wounded man. “Over here!" one of the troopers 
called. 

Grasping Hannah's arm, Captain Ripka moved 
beside her, but as soon as they reached Justin, © 
Hannah pulled free of the officer's hold and dropped 
to her knees beside the man she loved. He lay so still 
that Hannah's heart wrenched with terror. Touching 
his shoulder, she cried brokenly, “Justin! Oh,-my 
darling, speak to me!” 

The captain knelt on Justin's other side and 
quickly checked for vital signs. The officer had 
known Justin for a long time and was very fond of 
him. Sighing with relief, he told Hannah, ‘‘He’s still 
alive. We have to get him to the fort as soon as — 
posible.” 

With tears gushing, Hannah placed an arm about 
Justin, and leaning over him, cried from the bottom 
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_ of her heart, “Oh Justin, please don’t diel! I love you! 
Please don't leave mel” 


Justin wasn’t taken to the infirmary but to the 
doctor’s house, where he was placed in the spare 
bedroom. The doctor’s wife assisted her husband in 
surgery while Hannah, along with Sarah and the 
captain, waited in the parlor. 

The operation took a long time and the waiting 
was almost more than Hannah could bear. Sarah had 
finally fallen asleep and Captain Ripka had carried 
her to the sofa. 

Now, as the officer fixed himself a brandy, he asked 
Hannah if she'd like a sherry. She started to refuse, 
but deciding that it might calm her nerves, she 
accepted. The captain brought Hannah the drink 
and sat in a wing chair across from hers. He studied 
the woman for a moment, then inquired softly, “Mrs. 
White, forgive me for prying, but are you a married 
lady?” 

“Yes, lam,” she answered, wondering why he had 
asked. 

“Where's your husband?” 

“I don’t know. He deserted Sarah and me six 

Tentatively, he questioned, “Is your husband's 
name Walter?” 

“Yes. How did you know?” 

“Was he acquainted with a woman named Belle 
Larson?” 

She nodded. ‘‘He left me for Miss Larson." 
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“Mrs. White, I don't know how totell you this," he 
began hesitantly. 

“Tell me what?" she interjected. 

“Two months ago a stagecoach was attacked by 
a band of Apaches. The driver, the man riding 
shotgun, and the two passengers were killed. A 
company of soldiers from here came upon the stage. 
The passengers’ tickets identified them as Walter 
White and Belle Larson. Their final destination was 
St. Louis. Mr. White’s personal belongings are still 
here at the fort. Later, you can look them over and 
make an official identification.” 

Hannah was too shocked to respond and could 
only stare at the captain as though she hadn't 
understood a word that he had said. Walter dead! It 
was almost too much for her to grasp. He was always 
so vitally alive, so filled with enthusiasm and energy! 

Placing her glass of sherry on the table beside her 
chair, Hannah waited for the tears that failed to 
come. Good Lord, her husband was dead and she 
couldn’t even find the heart to cry! Oh Walter, she 
moaned inwardly, you destroyed my love! I stopped 
loving you a long time ago! Now I can only feel sorry 
that your life ended so prematurely, but I can’t grieve 
over your death! There's no longer any room in my 
heart for you, for Justin has filled it completely. 

Barely able to muster her composure, Hannah 
looked at the captain and replied, “I'll look over 
his belongings tomorrow.” 

“That will be fine, ma'am,” he answered con- 
siderately. 

The word “ma'am” reminded Hannah of Justin: 
How many times had she fussed at him for using the 
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term? Oh God, what she wouldn't give to hear him 
use it again! 

The sound of the bedroom door opening sent them 
poth springing to their feet. Hannah, wringing her 
hands anxiously, stared questioningly into the 
doctor’s eyes as he came into the parlor. 

The man wasa military doctor and held the rank of 
major. Captain Ripka, noticing his somber expres- 
sion, asked urgently, “Major Carter, how's Justin?” 

The doctor looked at the captain and shook his 
head gravely. Then going to Hannah and taking her 
trembling hands into his, he murmured sympatheti- 
cally, “I’m sorry, Mrs. White, but Justin is dying.” 

The room spun, and as Hannah's knees buckled 
she fainted into the doctor’s arms. 
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Hannah awoke with a start. At first her thoughts 
were muddled. Sitting up in bed, she looked blankly 
about the small room and wondered where she was. 
Then, all at once, everything came back to her. She 
had fainted, and the doctor had brought her to with 
smelling salts. Against her protests, he had insisted 
that she take a sedative, and she'd been too weak to 
refuse his ministrations. 

She recalled these events as her mind cleared, but 
she couldn't remember coming to this room and — 
being put to bed. She supposed the doctor and his 
wife had brought her here while she was under the 
influence of the sedative. 

Someone had covered her with a blanket, which 
she now threw off as she got to her feet. A rush of 
dizziness swept over her, and, tottering, she leaned 
against the side of the bed. When she was steady — 
again she looked for her shoes and found them 
beneath a hard-backed chair. As she put them on, her 
thoughts ran frantically. Good Lord, she hadn't 
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‘wanted to sleep! She should be with Justin! 
Her heart accelerated, beating fearfully. What if 
Justin had died while she was sleeping? Maybe he 
had even called for her! Oh God, let him be alive! 
Please! Please! 

She turned and hastened toward the closed door, 
put as she passed the dresser, she happened to catcha 
glimpse of her reflection in the mirror. Shocked, she 
paused to stare at herself. 

Her blond tresses were loose, flowing about her 
face in tangled disarray. She had worn the same dress 
for weeks and the garment was ragged, torn in places, 
and stained with dirt. She had lost considerable 
weight since the day the Apaches had captured her, 
and her face was gaunt, causing her cheekbones to 


“God!” she moaned. “I look like . . . like some- 
thing wild!” 

Giving no further thought to her appearance, she 
rushed out of the Carters’ bedroom and hurried into 
the parlor, where she found Sarah still asleep on the 
sofa. No one else was present. 

She wondered how long she had been in the 
bedroom, sleeping instead of being with Justin. Her 
eyes flew to the open window, and seeing the 
shadows of dusk slanting across the fort, she inhaled 


y. 

“Oh no!” she cried. “I’ve been asleep for an hour or 
longer!” 

The house was deathly silent, and when she 
suddenly heard a noise coming from the kitchen the 
sound was startling. Mrs. Carter must be starting 
dinner, she thought absently. 
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Hannah left the parlor, moving on unsteady legs 
to the spare bedroom. The door was closed and she 
knocked softly. 

“Come in,” she heard the doctor call quietly. 

Praying that she'd find Justin alive, she opened the 
door and went inside. The drapes were drawn over 
the windows, and the room was dimly lit by a low- — 
burning lamp. 

Doctor Carter and the captain were seated at 
Justin’s bedside. Both men were surprised to see 
Hannah. 

“IT thought you'd sleep for hours,’’ the doctor 


remarked. 

“Is ... is he alive?” Hannah gasped, holding her 
breath. 

“Yes,” Carter replied. 

She stepped quickly to the bed, and gazing down at 
Justin, saw that his breathing was shallow and his 
face pale, pinched. My God, he has the look of death 
about him! she lamented inwardly. 

Rising, the doctor told her, “Here, Mrs. White, 
take my chair. I think I'll goto the kitchen and havea 
cup of coffee."’ As she sat down,he gently patted her 
shoulder and said softly, “If there’s any change in his 
condition let me know at once.” 

The captain waited for the physician to leave 
before saying, ‘Doctor Carter said that he's seen men 
with worse wounds than Justin's survive. But these 
men wanted to live and fought hard to hold on to” 
Tearing her gaze from Justin, she looked question- 
ingly at the captain. “What are you trying to tell 
me?” 
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“Justin isn’t fighting,"’ he replied. 

“Oh dear God, no!" she exclaimed. 

Reaching over and grasping Hannah’s hand, the 
officer held it tightly. “You love him very much, 
don't you?” 

“Yes, I do. I've never loved any man as much as I 
love Justin. He's the kindest man I've ever met, and 
he’s so brave. My daughter and I would be dead if it 
weren't for Justin.’’ She swallowed deeply, then 
added, “I love him with all my heart.” 

“Then give him the will to live!’ Captain Ripka’s 
eyes bore into hers. 

“But how?” she groaned desperately. 

“You must think of a way.” 

She was about to reply when the door opened. 
Turning, she saw Sarah. 

“Mama?” the girl whispered, coming into the 
room. “How’s Mister Justin?” 

Sarah went to her mother’s chair and Hannah 
placed an arm about the child's waist. Drawing her 
close, she murmured, ‘‘Honey, he might die." 

“But I want him to be my daddy!” Sarah sobbed, 
breaking into heart-rending tears. 

Hannah fought back the need tocry along with her 
daughter. As she coaxed Sarah into her lap, she 
thought over what the captain had told her. Give 
Justin the will to live. But how? 

She prayed for an answer, and then, as a possibility 
sprang to mind, she asked Captain Ripka, “Where's 


“Bring him here, then leave us alone with Justin.” 
The man seemed puzzled. 
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Hannah explained, “We're Justin's family. He 
might not know it, but we do. We love him, my 
daughter, the dog, and I. We'll fight death for him 
until he has the will to fight for himself.’’ Her tone 
grew crisp. “Now fetch Spot and hurry, there’s no 
time to lose.” 3 

The captain hurried from the room and soon — 
returned with Spot. He let the dog into the room, 
closed the door, and went back to the kitchen. 

Taking Sarah from her lap, Hannah stood and 
patted the side of the bed. “Come on, Spot. Jump up — 
here.” 

Obeying, the dog gently leapt onto the bed, lying 
close to Justin's legs. His instincts told him death — 
was near, and looking at Justin with worshipful eyes, 
he whined piteously. 

Turning to her daughter, Hannah said hastily, 
“Honey, I want you to tell Justin how much you love 
him, and let him know that you want him for a 

“Can he hear me, Mama?” 

“I don’t know, but if you try hard enough maybe 
he'll be able to hear you.”’ 

Drawing the chair up closer to the bed, Hannah sat 
down and took Justin’s hand into hers. She glanced 
at Sarah, ‘‘Go ahead, sweetheart. Talk to him.” 

“Mister Justin,” she began, her voice trembling, 
“please don’t die! I love you, and I want you to be my 
daddy!” 7 

When the child fell silent, Hannah ordered, 
“Again! Keep telling him.” 

Sarah did as her mother instructed, and when she 
grew tired, Hannah took over, telling Justin again 
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and again how very much she loved him. 

As the minutes ticked by crucially, bringing death 
closer and closer, mother and daughter took turns 
pleading with Justin to live. 

Hannah had lost all concept of time and had no 
idea how long she and Sarah had been in the room 
when Justin moaned. The sound was low, almost 
inaudible, but Hannah believed it was a good sign. 

Slowly, Justin's eyelids fluttered open. His gaze 
fell across Sarah, but his vision was hazy and he 
couldn't bring her into focus. Sarah's tears fell in a 
steady stream as she cried pathetically, ‘Mister 
Justin, don’t die! I want you to be my daddy!” 

He sucked in a gasping breath, then closed his eyes. 

Bounding to her feet, Hannah pleaded, “Justin, 
open your eyes! Do you hear me? Open them! If you 
don’t find the will to fight, you're going to die!” 
Deep sobs tore from her throat and, for amoment, she 
gave up hope. Then, suddenly, determination came 
to her face. If she couldn't reach him by pleading, 
then she'd use a different technique. She spoke 
cuttingly, petulantly, “Justin Smith, damn your 
stubborn hide, open your eyes!” 

Tension-filled seconds elapsed before his eyes 
finally opened. 

Grasping Sarah’s shoulders and placing her in 
Justin's line of vision, Hannah declared, “Look at 
this child! See her tears! Do you have any idea how 
much she loves you!” Her voice quivered, but 
remaining strong, she cried angrily, “Justin Smith, if 
you die and break this child's heart, it'll be the most 
selfish thing you ever did in your life!” 

Her technique worked and Justin responded. His 
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. damnedest woman . "eer met. You wot 
oa even: Bet; .. a man die in peace: You gotta. . 
start naggin’ . ...at his conscience.” 

Trembling, Hannah replied, “Justin, Sarah and J 
love you! Don't you dare die and leave us! Don’t you 
dare!” 

He opened his mouth to speak, and Hannah 
leaned over again so that she could hear. “Your 
bedside manner’s . . . a little harsh, ain’t it?” 

The sound of Justin's voice had sent Spot's tail to” 
wagging, and becoming aware of the dog, Justin 
whispered to Hannah, “You called in... all your 
reinforcements . . . didn’t you?” 

“You're damned right, I did,” she remarked, 
smiling. She turned to Sarah. ‘‘Go get the doctor, and 
hurry.” 

Spot whined insistently. As Justin looked at the 
dog, his feeble smile was affectionate. ‘You good for 
nothin’ varmint.” Spot responded by once again 
wagging his tail. 

Taking Justin’s hand and holding it closely 
within hers, Hannah said hopefully, “You're going 
to be all right. I just know that God has answered my 
prayers.” 

“Hannah,” he began feebly, ‘‘I kept hearin’ you 
and Sarah callin’. I thought you were in danger. I 
reckon I'm in the habit of protectin’ you two and 
thought you needed me." 

“We do need you!" she cried. 

“You're a helluva woman, Hannah. You'll be all 
right. You and Sarah both." 
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His hand in Hannah's went limp, and she placed it 
gently at his side. “Justin?” she called frantically. 
Justin, talk to me!”" There was no response. He lay 
deathly still. 

At that moment, the doctor entered. Giving him 
room, Hannah backed away from the bed. Justin's 
dead! she moaned inwardly. Oh God, I lost him! I 
Jost him! 

Doctor Carter moved away from the bed and went 
to Hannah. Smiling, he told her, “His pulse is much 

Gasping, she choked out, “But I thought... I 

ere” 

“He's only sleeping.” His smile was optimistic. “I 
think he’s going to make it.” 

Sarah had inched her way into the room. Catching 
sight of her daughter, Hannah stepped to the child, 
knelt, and drew her into her arms. ‘Honey, the 
doctor thinks Justin will be alright!” 

Spot had jumped off the bed and was sitting on his 
haunches, watching Hannah and Sarah. Becoming 
aware of the dog’s presence, Hannah called to him, 
and he came immediately to her side. Keeping Sarah 
enclosed in one arm, Hannah wrapped the other one 
about Spot. 


Esteban and Ricardo were enclosed in the study. 
‘Esteban was once again chastising his nephew for 
gambling when the housekeeper interrupted with 
the news that Lorita had returned. Pleased, Esteban 
told the servant to show her in immediately. Had 
Lorita learned the gold’s location? 
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Esteban’s hopes were high as he welcomed Lori 
into the study. Drawing her into his arms, 
embraced her gently, then placed a chaste kiss on her 
cheek. “‘Lorita, you look well,” he remarked, his gaze 
traveling over her fleetingly. 

“Gracias, patron,”’ she murmured politely. 

“Where is Benito?” Esteban asked. 

“He went to the bunkhouse.” 

“Is everything all right?” 

“Si,” she assured him. 

As his uncle continued the amenities, Ricardo rose 
from his chair and his piercing gaze burned into” 
Lorita. Esteban was right, she did look well. In fact, 
Ricardo had never seen her look more beautiful. 
There seemed to be a special glow about her and he 
wondered bitterly if Salvador was responsible. The 
possibility enraged him. He had waited so long, so 
patiently, to make Lorita his! His confidence had 
never wavered, for he'd been certain that, with time, 
he'd win her over. Now the thought of her lying in 
Salvador Leén’s arms sent his blood boiling. He 
gritted his teeth, and his eyes narrowed angrily. Well, 
he wanted nothing more to do with her! He'd not 
stoop to taking an outlaw’s leftovers! 

Lorita turned to Ricardo and mumbled a terse 
greeting. She didn’t like Esteban's nephew and had 
always tried to avoid him. 

“Patron,” she began, returning her gaze to Este- 
ban, “I need to talk to you alone.” 

Anxious to comply with her wishes, he brusquely 
dismissed his nephew. Ricardo, resenting his uncle's 
abrupt treatment, stormed out of the study, closing 
the door loudly behind him. He was fuming, for he 
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“had wanted to hear Lorita’s report. Now he grinned 
_stealthily, turned, placed his hand on the doorknob, 
__ and eased it open a mere crack, to eavesdrop. 

Esteban led Lorita to the chair across from his 
desk. When she was seated he asked, “Would you like 
a glass of sherry?” 

She declined. 

Leaning against his desk and folding his arms 
across his chest, he watched her closely. ‘“‘Do you 
know where the gold is?” 

She nodded. “‘Si, I do.” 

Pleased, he smiled. His conscience intruded, 
reminding him that he owed his life to the man he 
planned to rob. Pushing the thought aside, he asked 
anxiously, ‘““Where’s the gold?” 

Lorita folded her hands in her lap, holding them 
together tightly to prevent their trembling. “Sefior, 
before we discuss the gold, there is something I must 
tell you.” 

When she hesitated, he coaxed somewhat impa- 
tiently, ““Go on, Lorita. What do you need to tell 


“Salvador didn’t kill Maria.” 

“What!” he exclaimed. “How do you know?” 

“How I found out isn't important. But, believe me, 
patron, he is innocent.” 

He looked at her intently. “You're in love with 
Salvador, aren't you?"’ 

“Si, | am,” she replied softly. 

Esteban sighed testily. “‘Lorita, how could you fall 
in love with a man like him? He has no values. He’sa 
common outlaw.” 

“No,” she argued, “he isn’t like that. He has made 
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many mistakes and has used bad judgment. 
Salvador is a man with compassion.” 

Compassion! Esteban reflected. Si, the man 
shown him compassion. That day in the 
Salvador could have robbed him and left him to die, 
He glanced down at the rings on his hands. His 
jewelry alone was worth a small fortune. 

Lorita continued, ‘‘Salvador has asked me to marry 
him. He plans to give up his unlawful life. We wi 
move to my papa’s home.” 

Esteban arched a brow. ‘‘Why live in your father's 
humble hut? With Salvador’s gold, you two can 
afford a real home.” 

“We aren't taking any of the gold with us. He 
didn’t come by the money honestly, and I w 
nothing to do with it.” 

Esteban was amazed. “Are you telling me that 
Salvador agreed to give up his gold?” 

“He said that he loves me more than all the ri 
in the world. He plans to give the gold to Di 
Ordéjiez.” . 

“Does Salvador know the whole truth about you?” 

“No,” she admitted. “I wanted to tell him, but I f 
that I should come to you first, and I also had 
ensure Benito’s safety." 

“When he learns the truth, do you think he’ 
understand and forgive you?” 

“Si, I do,” she answered firmly. “Patron, if you’ 
promise to forget about destroying Salvador, I'll gi 
you the gold’s location.” 

“So you want to make a deal. Si, little one?”’ 

“I think my proposition is more than fair."’ 

He smiled. Looking at him, Lorita wasn't sure i 
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, the smile was tender or calculating. 

“Did Salvador tell you about the man he found in 
the desert who had been bitten by a rattlesnake?” 

She nodded. ‘Si, he did.” 

His eyes met hers directly. “I was the man he 
saved." 

Gasping, she cried, “It was you?” 

“Tronic, isn't it? That I should owe my life to 
Salvador Leén?”’ He exhaled deeply. “I have no true 
desire to destroy the man who saved me from certain 
death.” He reached down and drew Lorita’s hands 
from her lap. Holding them within his, he said 
kindly, “Marry Salvador with my blessing. I'll not 
interfere in your lives.” 

’ “And the gold?" she questioned. 

“Tf I take it, I'll be stealing from Ordéfiez. The man 
has a ruthless reputation. Does he deserve such 

“T thought, sefior, that you had planned to give the 
money to the Church,” she reminded him. 

“T'll make a generous contribution.” 

“Do what you want with it,” she sighed, her 
disappointment in Esteban evident. 

“Don't judge me too harshly, little one,’’ he said 
gently. He was still holding her hands, and as he 
looked down at them he noticed the ring on her 
finger. Inhaling sharply, he demanded, ‘‘Where did 
you get this ring?” 

“Salvador gave it to me. It belonged to his 

Quickly he took the ring from her finger and 
studied it intently. “Are you sure this belonged to his 
mother and he didn’t steal it?”’ 
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“I'm sure,” she replied. 

“Do you know his mother’s name?’ he asked 

uly. 

“He told me that her name was Rosetta.” 

“Was?” he queried. 

“She is dead.” 

Keeping the ring with him, Esteban moved away 
from the desk and walked to the window. He gazed 
outside for a moment, then facing Lorita, he asked, — 
“Was Salvador’s mother Spanish?” 

“Si,” she answered. Growing suspicious, Lorita_ 
asked, “‘Patron, did you know Rosetta?” 

“A long time ago, Rosetta came to Mexico to visit 
her uncle. She and I met and fell in love. I wanted to 
marry her, but she was engaged to a man back in 
Spain. ! begged her to stay here and marry me. She 
wasn’t in love with her fiance. It was an arranged 
marriage. She never told me his name, but she did say" 
that he was a man of importance, and that if she 
didn’t marry him, her family would be ruined.” 

He moved slowly back to his desk and handed 
Lorita the ring. “Rosetta returned to Spain. My heart 
was broken, and it took many years for it to heal.” 

It took much effort for Lorita to hold her 
excitement in check. “Patron, did you give this ring 
to Rosetta?” 

“Si, I did, but I don’t understand why she gave it to 
Salvador.” Leaning back against his desk, he uttered 
with amazement, “I can hardly believe that Salvador 
is Rosetia’s son.” He became deeply puzzled. 
“Rosetta married a rich man, so why would Salvador 
leave such comfort to come to Mexico? Did he and his 
father have a falling out?”’ 
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: Lorita didn’t answer, for she was too involved in 
studying the patron. There was indeed a resemblance 
between him and Salvador. She hadn't noticed it 
before, but then she hadn’t been looking for it. Their 
tall, slender builds were identical, and Salvador’s 
eyes and smile were just like Esteban’s. 

“Do you know if Salvador and his father had a 
falling out?” Esteban repeated. 

Lorita tensed. How was she to find the words to tell 
this man that Salvador Leén was his son? Knowing 
there was no way to soften the blow, she began 
without preliminaries. 

Esteban listened intently as Lorita told him why 
Rosetta had given the ring to her son, and how 
Ferdinand Ledén had disinherited him. 

Paling, Esteban cried weakly, “Are you telling me 
that Salvador is my son?” 

“If you are the man who gave this ring to Rosetta, 
then you are Salvador’s father.” 

“My God!” he groaned. 

Lorita smiled shakily. ‘“You met Salvador, Think 
back, patron. Does he not look like a younger version 
of yourself?” 

A vision of Salvador flashed into his mind. “He 
also looks like his mother.”’ 

“You and Rosetta have a very handsome son,” 
Lorita added. 

Walking away from the desk, Esteban went to the 
rear window. Gazing into the distance, he could see 
the family burial grounds. Dusk was blanketing the 
earth, and he could vaguely make out the three 
headstones where his infant sons were laid to rest. He 
spoke so softly that Lorita had to strain to hear him, 
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“No man could want ason more than I do. I lost 
of them in their infancy. I considered remarrying 
trying again for a son."" He sighed wistfully. ‘ 
discarded the notion. I'm too old to raise ason. A boy 
needs a young father, not one old enough to be his 
grandpapa. So I resigned myself to never knowi 
the joy of a son. I used to hope that Ricardo would 
take the place of a son, but. . .”” He shrugged. “Buy 
we both know that my nephew is not worth a grain of 
salt.” 

Hurrying to his side, Lorita said pressingly, 
“Patron, you can still know the joy of a son! You 
have Salvador! If you knew him the way I do, you'd 
be so proud of him!” 

He smiled tolerantly. ‘Maybe your love has made 
you prejudiced.” 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.” 

“Lorita, I want to see Salvador. Can you arrange a 
meeting?” The hidden gold had lost its importance 
to Esteban. 

“Si, I can,” she replied. 

“Don’t tell him that I’m his father. I want to talk to 
him man to man before letting him know.” 

She agreed, ‘Very well, patron.” 

Ricardo, still eavesdropping, now whirled away 
from the door. His face was livid, and he was so 
angry that he was actually trembling. Salvador Leén 
was Esteban’s son! 

Simmering, Ricardo stalked away from the study 
door. He could see his inheritance from his uncle 
slipping out of his hands and into Salvador’s. 
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Chaspler Thenty- Foun 


“Well, compadre,” Salvador said heartily, ‘we 
have both won two games. It seems the fifth one will 
prove who is the better man.” 

As Salvador put away the chess pieces, David 
walked to the liquor cabinet and poured them both a 
drink. Leaning over the desk, he handed Salvador his 
glass, then, sitting, David remarked, “‘If there is a 
fifth game.” 

Salvador looked at him quizzically. “Why won't 
there be another game?” 

David didn’t answer right away. He took a drink of 
his brandy, then studied Salvador over the rim of his 
glass. During the last two days, he had come to know 
the young Spaniard very well, and he not only liked 
him but believed he could be trusted. 

“If everything works out the way I hope, we won't 
have time for another game. I'd like to leave here as 
soon as possible. Preferably tonight, or in the 
morning at the latest. I want to get Julianne and 
Lynda away from here and back to Fort Laramie.” 
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Salvador was astounded. “I don’t understand, — 
What about the Confederate gold?" 

“There is no Confederate gold,” David answered — 
flatly. 

For a short time Salvador merely gaped at him, 
shocked beyond words. Then, slowly, a smile started 
at the corners of his lips and spread expansively, 
“You are an Army agent, si?” 

David smiled dryly. “Si, compadre.” 

As he leaned back leisurely in his chair, Salvador’s 
visage remained congenial. “When you first arrived, 
I suspected that you might be working for the Army, — 
but I couldn't figure out what part Flying Hawk 
played. So I decided that you were the thief and — 
murderer you pretended to be. Although I must tell _ 
you, amigo, you could do with acting lessons. Youdo _ 
not portray a very convincing killer. The next time, 
pattern yourself after Diego Ordéjiez. He is the © 
standard cold-blooded murderer.” 

“There won't be a next time,” David stated. ‘I’m 
through working for the Army. I plan to marry — 
Julianne and settle down on my ranch.” 

“Why have you told me the truth? Aren't you 
afraid that I might hand you over to Diego?” 

“I might be a poor actor, but I’m a good judge of — 
character. No, I don’t think you'll hand me over to 
Diego.” 

“You're right, of course. I'll try to help you in any 
way I can.” He paused to take a sip of his drink, then 
continued, “I’m glad you're not a killer. These last _ 
two days, we have formed a friendship that I now 
believe will last a lifetime. Julianne and Lorita 
already like each other. There is no reason why we _ 
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can’t all remain friends.” 

“Aren't you forgetting something?” 

“What's that?” 

“My government sent me here to set you up. They 
want you very badly. They're going to be disap- 
pointed when I return empty-handed.” 

“Do you plan to arrest me and force me over the 
border?” 

David smiled. “Before I left on this mission, 
Captain Wilkinson told me that if the gun selling 
was political, or connected somehow with a revolu- 
tion, I was to terminate the assignment. He didn’t 
stipulate how many people had to be involved in the 
revolution.’ His grin broadened. ‘You, my friend, 
are heading a one-man revolution, so I hereby 
terminate my duties on this mission as an Army 

a? 

“What will Captain Wilkinson say when you 
return?” 

“I really don’t give a damn what he says. 
Julianne’s and Lynda’s safety comes first. Besides, 
I'm sure you'll give me your word that there will be 
no more gun selling to the Sioux.” 

“You have my word, David. Lorita has set me on 
the straight and narrow. Hereafter, I stay within the 
bounderies of the law.” 

“Salvador,"’ David began, his tone serious, “your 
intentions are admirable. You just chose the wrong 
way to try and reach your goals. You made a big 
mistake when you teamed up with Diego. He’s worse 
than the plague and twice as dangerous.”’ 

“T agree totally,’’ he admitted with a somber sigh. 
“I have done many foolish things. I let my resent- 
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ments rule my judgment.” 

As he sipped his drink, Salvador found himself 
telling David about the circumstances surrounding 
his birth, his life in Spain, and how Ferdinand Leén 
had disowned him. Then he said softly, “When I 
came to Mexico I was very embittered. Because I was 
fathered by an aristocrat and disowned by another 
one, I hated them all.” 

“You're no longer embittered?” David asked. 

“I have mellowed considerably. I suppose true love 
can do that toa man. Lorita has madea big change in 
my life." 

David smiled. “I know what you mean. I used to be 
restless and adventurous, but since meeting Juli- 
anne, all I want is to marry, settle down, and raise 
some kids.” 

Standing, Salvador took their empty glasses, went 
to the liquor cabinet, and refilled them. Returning, 
he said, “In the morning, I'll send Diego into town 
for supplies. As soon as he leaves, I'll escort you and — 
the others out of here.” \ 

“What are you going to say to Diego when he 

“T'Ll tell him the truth. He'll be angry, but by then 
you'll have a day’s head start and I don’t think he'll 
try to catch you. Since there is no gold, it would not 
be to his advantage.” 

“He might chase me just for the pleasure of killing 


“Maybe, but I doubt it. Diego thinks money, not 


“Salvador, I don’t know how to thank you. You're 
probably saving my life as well as the others’. If 
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there’s ever any way that I can repay you...” 

“Invite Lorita and me to your ranch. I would like 
to see how you American cowboys live. Also, we have 
the fifth game to play.” 

Rising, David offered him his hand. “You'll get 
that invitation." 

“T’ll count on it,” he replied, shaking David's hand 
firmly. 

“Now, if you'll excuse me... ?” 

“Si, I’m sure you're anxious to let the others know 
that they'll be leaving in the morning.” 

“Anxious is an understatement,” David replied. 


Isabella caught sight of David as he left the house 
and headed in the direction of his hut, trailing at a 
distance. When he reached his dwelling, she planned 
to follow him inside and demand that he give up the 
red-headed gringa. She was tired of waiting for him 
to make the trade with Diego. She had never craved a 
man as fiercely as she craved David. Just thinking 
about being in his arms set her passion aflame. 

David, his mind on delivering the good news to 
Julianne, was unaware that Isabella was following 
him. When he reached his hut he hurried inside 
without a backward glance. 

Finding Lynda and Flying Hawk with Julianne, 
he said eagerly, ‘I'm glad you two are here. I have 
some fantastic news.” 

Outside, Isabella had arrived at the closed door, 
and as she started to open it she heard Julianne ask 
David, ‘What is it, darling?” 

Isabella inched back. Noticing that the window 
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was open, she quietly stepped to it and listened. — 

Flying Hawk and Lynda were seated on the edge of 
the bed and Julianne was occupying the only chair. 
Going to her, David clutched her hands and drew her 
to her feet. Embracing her, he swung her around 
exultantly. Then, placing an arm about her waist, 
led her over to their two good friends. 

“We're leaving in the morning,” he announced. — 

“Leaving?” Julianne repeated, not understanding. 

Speaking to all of them, David said heartily, “As 
you know, these last two days I've spent a lot of time 
with Salvador. Well, I hada good reason for doing so. 
I wanted to get to know him.” 

“Bear Fighter,” Flying Hawk interrupted, “what 
are you trying to tell us?” 

“To make a long story short, Salvador is going to 
aid our escape. I told him the truth, and he knows 
there’s no Confederate gold. He also knows I’m 
working for the Army. In the morning, he’s going to 
send Diego to town for supplies, and as soon as he 
leaves Salvador will escort us out of here. When 
Diego returns, he'll tell him what happened. Since 
there's no gold, the chances are slim that Diego will 
decide to pursue us.” 

“Thank heaven!" Lynda cried, turning to Flying 
Hawk and hugging him enthusiastically. 

David kissed Julianne soundly before saying, 
“Sweetheart, when we get to my ranch I'm sending 
for the preacher, and you and I are going to get 
married without further delay.” 

Isabella, still poised at the window, had heard 
enough. Daggers flashed in her dark eyes as she 
walked away, headed for the hut that she shared with 
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"Diese. So David had never wanted her! He had 

used her! She would make the gringo sorry 
he had made a fool of her! 

A cold, wicked grin crossed her lips. She would get 

her revenge, and she would use Diego to achieve it! 

Her vicious ploy began to take form, and by the time 

she reached her hut it was in full bloom. 

Going to the door and swinging it open, she 
hurried inside. She found Diego sprawled on the bed, 
sound asleep, with a bottle of tequila dangling from 
his hand. 

She moved to him quickly, and taking the bottle, 
placed it on the bedside table. He was snoring loudly. 

ing his shoulders, she called, “‘Diego, wake up! 
Wake up! I have something important to tell you!” 

Aroused, he grumbled angrily, “Isabella, what do 

want?” 

“] must talk to you!”’ 

Rising up and leaning back against the headboard, 
he frowned testily. “You'd better have a good reason 
for waking me!” 

“1 dol” she declared, sitting on the edge of the bed. 
“J was at the big house, and as I was passing by 
Salvador’s study I happened to overhear him and 
Sefior Hunter. They were discussing the Confederate 
gold, so I decided to listen to what they were saying. 
The way they were talking was secretive. I thought 
maybe they were planning to double-cross you.” 

Diego, now wide awake, paid close attention. 

Continuing her deceit, Isabella raced on, ‘‘Salva- 
dor and Sefior Hunter are planning to keep all the 
gold for themselves. In the morning, Salvador will 
send you to town for supplies, then as soon as you're 


483 


a 


gone, he'll escort Sefior Hunter and the others safely 
away. Later, after Sefior Hunter has found a place to 
leave the women, he and Salvador will meet and go 
after the gold. Salvador plans to tell you that there is 
no Confederate gold and that Seftor Hunter was 
working for the American soldiers.” 

Pushing Isabella aside, Diego bounded from the 
bed. Enraged, he growled, ‘‘I'll kill Salvador Leon!" 

Leaping to his side and grasping his arm, she said 
firmly, ‘No! Killing him is not the way to get even!" 

He eyed her with puzzlement. “Do you know a 
better way?” 

“Sil” she answered excitedly. ‘““You must outsmart 
Salvador. In the morning pretend that you are going 
to town, then lie in wait for Sefior Hunter. You can 
force him to take you to the gold, then kill him and 
keep all the gold for yourself and your men. Salvador 
gets nothing.” 

Diego liked her plan. However, he wasn’t sure if it 
would work. “But without the rifle shipment, I can’t 
buy Flying Hawk's braves to help dig up the buried 
wagons. I have only four men, that is not enough 
manpower to uncover the gold.” 

She sighed with exasperation. ‘‘Once you learn the 
gold’s location, you can find enough men to help 
you. Diego, where there's a will there's a way!" 

“Si,” he concurred. “‘I'll get the gold dug up—one 
way or another!” 

She smiled triumphantly. “I want to go with you.” 

He was compliant. ‘Pack your clothes. I'll find a 
couple of my men and tell them to gather up supplies 
and everyone's belongings and hide them on the road 
to La Gruta. When we leave in the morning, we want 
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jt to look as though we're not going any farther than 
town.” 

As Diego left to locate his men, Isabella set about 
packing. Her spirits were high. She had no qualms 
about sending Diego on a wild goose chase. Her 
thoughts were only on revenge! She didn’t care that 
there was no Confederate gold. Her only aim was to 
ensure David's death! First, though, before he died, 
he’d watch her kill his red-headed gringal 


David and Julianne were in bed, cuddled close 
with their arms entwined. The hut was lit by the soft 
moonlight shining through the open window. 

“Thank goodness this is our last night in this 
horrid little cabin,” Julianne murmured. “David, 
tell me about your ranch house.” 

“It’s not elaorate, but it’s home,"’ he replied. 

“Honestly, David, what kind of answer is that? I 
don’t know any more than I did before I asked.” 

He chuckled. “Why don't I just wait and let you see 
it for yourself?” 

“Will I be pleased?” 

“T think so.”’ 

She emitted a deep sigh. “It’s going to be a long 
night.” 

“Why do you think that?” 

“Because I'm too anxious for morning to get here. 
I can hardly wait to leave.” 

Leaning over her, he suggested with a smile, 
“Time always passes quickly when you're having 
fun. So why don’t we indulge in some fun?” 

“For instance?”’ she asked pertly. 
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“Let me show you what I mean.” 

“Please do,” she purred. 

His mouth descended to hers and she responded 
boldly to his kiss. They were unclothed, and he 
disrupted their kiss to move his lips to her soft 
breasts, his tongue teasing one taut nipple and then 
the other. Julianne moaned with exquisite longing. 
When his mouth traveled farther down her slender 
frame, she cried aloud, “Oh David, love me. Love 
me.” 

David knew how to please the woman he adored. 
As his lips and tongue worked magic on her senses, 
Julianne writhed with pleasure beneath his fiery 
fondling. Ecstatically, her fulfillment crested, send- 
ing shudders through her entire body. 

Moving upward, his lips came down on hers, 
kissing her tenderly. Then as his passion continued 
to soar, his mouth pressed forcefully against hers. 

Wanting togive him pleasure, she encouraged him — 

to lie on his back. Placing her body on top of his, she — 
covered his manly chest with butterfly kisses as her 
long auburn tresses fell across his skin in a silken 
caress. 
Her head dipped farther down his muscular form, 
and as her stimulating foreplay grew even bolder, 
David groaned with passion. As Julianne brought 
him to an ecstatic peak, he rolled her onto her back, 
and mounting her, slid his manhood into her velvety 
warmth. 

He moved aggressively inside her and she clung 
tightly, meeting his powerful thrusting with a need 
as strong as his own. They moved as one until their 
love-filled union drove them to wild heights of 
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blissful release. 

David kissed her endearingly before moving to lie 
at her side. Julianne snuggled intimately, loving the 
feel of his strong body pressed against hers. 

“Sweetheart?” David said, after a few minutes of 
silence had elapsed. 

“Yes?” she whispered, her fingers lightly tracing 
tiny circles over his chest. 

“Are you sure that you won't regret giving up your 
career to become a rancher's wife?” 

“Career?” She sounded as though she had no idea 
what he was talking about. “Do I have a career, 
darling?” 

“You're a journalist, remember?”’ 

Smiling, she sat up. The moonlight shining across 
his handsome face made him easy to see. ‘‘I used to be 
a journalist,” she corrected. “At present, I'm unem- 
ployed. However, I've decided to change my profes- 
sion. I'm looking for a job as wife and mother. Do 
you know where I might find such work?” 

“There’s a ranch a few miles outside of Backwater, 
Wyoming. The owner's a devilishly handsome chap 
named David Hunter.” 

“What a coincidence that you both have the same 
name,” she joshed. 

“You might try asking him for employment.” 

“Do you think I'll meet his qualifications?” 

“I know the handsome chap fairly well, so why 
don't I check you out for him?” 

“All right,” she agreed, leaving the bed and 
standing beside it. She posed for him, turning one 
way and then the other. “What do you think? Will 
the handsome chap be impressed?” 
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“I'm not sure,” he replied as though in deep 
thought. “I need a closer look.” 

She jumped back into bed and straddled his ches,_ 
Resting on her knees, she asked saucily, “Is this . 

“You teasing little vixen,”’ he uttered playfully. 
drew her tempting thighs down to his mouth, kissing 
the moist, warm place hidden between her silky 
thighs. Entwining her fingers into his hair, she 
trembled with revived passion and surren : 
wantonly. 

Julianne’s hips swiveled brazenly as she relished 
his intimate fondling. Then, wanting to feel him 
deep within her, lowered herself onto his stiff 
manhood. 

Grasping his shoulders, she rode him with 
abandon, and her unbridled passion soon had them 
cresting love’s peak. As shuddering fulfillment 
racked their bodies, they clung tightly to each other 
and moaned with sated pleasure. 

Moving her to lie at his side, David leaned over and 
remarked facetiously, ““To hell with the handsome 
chap, I think I'll keep you for myself.” 


Chapler Lhisty- Five 


Sitting at Justin's bedside, Hannah waited anx- 
jously for him to awaken. She had found the news of 
her husband's death shocking and tragic. Nonethe- 
less, it had brought freedom, and she was eager to let 
Justin know that she was now free to marry. Her 
brow furrowed with concentration. Perhaps she 
shouldn't assume that Justin would ask her to be his 
wife. If she allowed her hopes to continue soaring, he 
might very well send them plunging. Recalling his 
stubborn nature and his determination to remain 
emotionally detached, she felt an acute pang of 
anguish. She must remain level-headed and not be 
carried away with dreams. She loved Justin desper- 
ately and wanted to spend the rest of her life with 
him, but he had never told her that he shared her 
feelings. 

Becoming restless, Hannah rose and moved to 
the window. The room was stuffy. Pushing aside 
the lace curtains, she raised the window a little 
higher. The morning breeze that drifted in was cool 
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and refreshing. 
“Hannah?” Justin whispered. 
Hurtying to the bed and returning to her chair, 


Hannah smiled into Justin’s watching eyes. ‘Good — 


morning. How do you feel?” 
“Thirsty,” he replied hoarsely. 


She quickly poured him a drink of water, then © 


leaned over and placed the glass to his dry lips. He 
took a couple of gulps, then murmured his thanks. 

“Where's Sarah?”’ he asked. 

“She’s with Captain Ripka’s wife. We're staying 
with the Ripkas. They’re such a nice couple. Mrs. 
Ripka is in the family way, and I've been helping her 
with cooking and housework. Also, that way I feel as 
though I'm earning our keep.”’ 

Justin attempted to sit up. Hannah propped the 
pillows behind his head, elevating him somewhat. 

As she sat back down, the rugged scout perused 
her. Hannah grew uncomfortable beneath his un- 
wavering scrutiny and fidgeted uneasily. 

“Where did you get the dress?” he queried. 

“Mrs. Ripka loaned it to me. Do you like it?’’ She 
stood and modeled it for him, The dress, made of 
white percale dotted in dark blue, fit her perfectly. 

“It’s real nice,’ he answered, his eyes roaming 
appreciatively over the garment. She had arranged 
her thick tresses into a severe bun, a style that didn't 
meet with Justin’s approval. Frowning and eyeing 
her hair distastefully, he grumbled, “Are you tryin’ to 
look like an old maid?” 

“But I've always worn my hair like this,” she 
remarked. 

“I ain't never seen it that way.” 
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“J didn’t have any hairpins. If you'll remember, I 
wore it in braids.” 

“You always unbraided it at night. You got pretty 
hair and you shouldn’t pull it back like that.” 

Returning to her chair, she reached up and 
removed the hairpins, freeing the heavy blond 
tresses. The golden locks fell about her face and 
shoulders in long, soft waves. 

“That's better,”” Justin declared. 

She smiled warmly. “You know, Justin, your hair 
could use a little grooming. It needs cutting and your 
beard needs trimming.” 

He rubbed a hand over his unkempt beard. “I 
reckon I look like a heathen.” 

She laughed lightly. ‘Our first day at the fort, I 
happened to catch a glimpse of my reflection and I 
looked like something wild.” 

“How long have we been here?” he asked. 

“Two days,” she answered. She hesitated a 
moment before bringing up Walter. “Justin, I 
learned that my husband was killed a couple of 
months ago. He and Belle Larson, the woman he left 
me for, were traveling by stage and were attacked bya 
band of Apaches. The driver, the man riding 
shotgun, Walter, and Miss Larson were all killed. A 
company of soldiers from Fort Union found them. 
Captain Ripka thought that Walter might be my 
husband and told me what had happened. Yesterday, 
I viewed Walter’s personal belongings and made a 
positive identification.” 

“Does Sarah know?" 

“Yes, she does.” 

“How did she take it?” 
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“Walter was a poor father, and he and Sarah 
were never close. But his death saddened Sarah 
and she cried. As she wept, she called for...” 
Suddenly, hesitant to say more, Hannah let her 
words hang. 

“Go on,”’ Justin persisted. 

“I forgot what I was about to say,” she stammered 
evasively. 

“No, you didn’t. She called for me, didn’t she?” 

Lowering her gaze, Hannah nodded. Then look- 
ing at him, she said intensely, “Justin, Sarah loves 
you so much!” 

Justin emitted a heavy sigh. “I think the world of 
that little gal, but I never wanted her to become 
dependent on me. Hannah, you got to make her 
understand that I ain’t a permanent part of her life. 
Soon you two will be goin’ to Illinois, and I'll be 
headin’ back home." 

Hannah held back her tears. Justin's words had 
broken her heart and shattered her dreams. After all 
they had been through together, he was still 
determined that they go their separate ways. She 
strongly believed that her love and Sarah’s had 


brought Justin back from death's threshold, and © 


she'd hoped fervently that it had been his love for 
them that had given him the strength to respond. But 
apparently it hadn’t been love but a sense of 
responsibility that had compelled Justin to turn his 
back on death and return to her and Sarah. 

Holding inflexibly to her pride, she said evenly, “If 
you want Sarah to know that you plan to desert her, 
then you tell her.” 

“Tt’s not like I'm desertin’ her,”’ he argued. 
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Resentment building, she said coolly, “What 
would you call it?” 

“Her pa’s the one who deserted her,’’ he came back 
gruffly. ‘‘She’s not my daughter! If she was, she'd 
have had a pa who loved her and would've taken 
good care of her! But, damn it, Hannah, you gotta get 
it through your head that I'm not her pa or your 
husband!" His anger escalating, he raised himself up 
and grumbled sharply, “I don’t want a wife, nor do I 
want a daughter!" 

A sudden, loud gasp caused Hannah and Justin to 
turn their gazes to the open door. Sarah, standing 
partway into the room, was riveted to the spot, her 
eyes glazed with tears. 

“Honey,” Justin uttered quickly, “I didn’t mean 
that the way it sounded.” 

Abruptly, Sarah turned and fled from the room. 

“Go after her,” Justin told Hannah. “Make her 
understand what I was tryin’ to say.” 

Hannah's gaze was icy. “What do you want me to 
do, Justin? Lie to her? You made yourself perfectly 
clear, and Sarah didn’t misinterpret your words. You 
don't want a wife and a daughter.” She rose to her feet 
and continued frigidly, “Speaking for Sarah as well 
as myself, I hereby release you of any obligations you 
might feel toward us. We thank you for everything 
you have done. You're a very courageous and 
compassionate man. We were fortunate to have 
known you.” 

She started to leave, but he detained her. “How 
come you're so mad?” 

“Mad?” she repeated as though the idea was 
absurd. “I feel no anger, Justin. From the first, you 
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laid your cards on the table and were honest with me, 
I was foolish to think that I could change your mind, 
You don’t care about me and never will.” 
“Dammit, Hannah!” he muttered grumpily. “You 
know that ain't true. I care about you.” 
“Do you?” she questioned. ‘“Well, Justin, don't do 
me any favors.”’ . 
He watched her as she walked out of the room, 
closing the door firmly. Baffled, he grumbled aloud, 
“Damnedest woman I ever met. There ain't no 
figurin’ her out.’ 
Lowering his pillows, he lay flat on the bed. As his 
thoughts went to Sarah, he hoped she wasn’t too 
upset. Later, when he was feeling a little stronger, 
he'd tell Hannah to send Sarah to him. Then he'd try 
to make her understand that although he loved her, 
he couldn't be the father she wanted so desperately. 
He'd assure her that some day her mother would 
remarry, and then she'd have a father to love her and 
take care of her. 
A worried frown crossed his face. He sure hoped 
when Hannah remarried, she'd choose a man who_ 
would be good to Sarah. She was such a sweet little 
girl and she deserved a loving stepfather. When he 
saw Hannah again, he'd have to remember to tell 
her to be careful about picking a husband. Before 
marrying him, she should be certain that he loved 
Sarah. 
Justin's frown deepened. He wasn’t sure if he 
could trust Hannah's judgment. After all, she had 
made a bad choice when she'd married Walter White, 
What if she were to pick another man like him? The 
mere possibility sent a surge of anger through him. If 
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4 she married another no-account rascal, the man 
- would put her and Sarah through hell! 
“They done been hurt enough!" he mumbled to 
himself. He knotted his hands into fists. “Damn, I’m 
gonna worry about those two!” 


Salvador’s thoughts were racing as he waiked 
slowly toward his house. He had called his men 
wogether for a meeting and informed them that he 
was getting married and intended to change his way 
of life. Then he thanked them for their loyalty and 
support. He had uncovered part of his gold and had 
given it to his men, telling them to divide it equally 
among them. 

However, as Salvador returned home, his thoughts 
weren't on his men, but on David. This morning, 
Salvador had sent Diego into town, and as soon as he 
and his compadres had ridden away, Salvador had 
escorted David and the others away from his place. 
He hoped that they would make it back safely to Fort 
Laramie. 

He smiled, imagining Lorita’s joy when she 
learned that Hunter was an Army agent, nota killer. 
He knew that Lorita had grown quite fond of 
Julianne and would be thrilled to learn that they 
could remain friends. 

The sound of a horse's hoofs caused Salvador to 
halt and look behind him. Seeing Lorita riding in his 
direction, he grinned happily and went over to meet 
her. 
As she drew up her horse, he asked, “Where's 
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“He didn’t come back with me,” she answered. 
Helping her dismount, he said angrily, ‘You 
mean you rode back by yourself! Lorita, that was — 
dangerous! How could Benito let you do something — 
so foolish? Where is he? Why didn’t he come back © 
with you?” 

“Salvador,” she began breathlessly, ‘I do not have | 
time to answer all your questions. I want you to — 
saddle your horse and a fresh one for me. We have | 
someplace to go and we must leave at once.’ . 

He looked incredulous. “But it'll soon be dark! — 
Why do you want to leave now? Besides, you just got — 
back.” 

Lorita’s large eyes shone with excitement. “Please 
don't argue with me! Just do as I say! Later, you'll 
understand everything.” 

Taking note of her exhilaration, he questioned — 
urgently, ‘‘Lorita, what is going on? Do you havea — 
surprise for me?” 

“Yes,”’ she replied, smiling brightly. “I have a 
wonderful surprise! Salvador, hurry to the stables 
and saddle our horses. We have no time to lose!" 

“All right,”’ he complied. “But, tell me, where are 
we going?” 

“To the oasis,"’ she answered. 

He was taken aback. ‘‘Where my gold is buried?” 

“Yes, but this has nothing to do with the gold. I 
just happened to choose the oasis as a place to meet.” 

Salvador was now totally baffled. 

Before he could flood her with more questions, she 
urged, “Salvador please, we must leave at once." 

Assenting, he replied, ‘““Very well, but first you 
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must give me a kiss." 
More than willing to do so, she went into his arms. 


Lorita hadn't made the return trip alone, for 
Esteban and his vaqueros had accompanied her to 
the oasis, and from there Benito had ridden with her 
until they neared Salvador's home. Then, knowing 
she'd be safe, he had turned around and ridden back 
to the oasis. 

Esteban, preferring to talk alone with Salvador 
and Lorita, had sent away his vaqueros and Benito, 
ordering them to ride into the distance, set up camp, 
and wait for him. 

Now, as the land baron awaited his son, he paced 
back and forth. He still hadn't fully grasped that 
Salvador Leén was his and Rosetta’s child. Recalling 
that day in the desert, Esteban once again conjured 
up an image of Salvador. Si, the young man favored 
his mother, but Esteban could also see a striking 
resemblance to himself. 

He was still restless, but his pacing was tiring, so 
he moved to the large cottonwood, sat down, and 
leaned back against its trunk. Glancing down, he 
noticed that the ground looked as though it had been 
recently broken up, as if someone had been digging. 
But giving it no more thought, he returned to 
thinking about Salvador. 

A son! The word itself excited him and sent his 
heart beating rapidly. His and Rosetta’s son, con- 
ceived out of their love! 

He reminisced about Rosetta. Even after all these 
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years, he could still recall her beauty, her gentleness, 
and the sound of her gay laughter. He had never 
loved his wife as deeply as he had loved Rosetta. She 
had been his first love. Not even his wife, who had 
been a lovely, compassionate woman, had dimmed 
his love for Rosetta. She had remained in his heart 
and he had never fully recovered from losing her. 

He gazed up at the darkening sky and spoke as 
though Rosetta could hear him, ‘I wonder, did you 
stop loving me? No, of course you didn't. How could 
you forget when you had our son to keep your 
memories alive. Our son! Oh Rosetta, I can hardly 
believe that we have a child of our own! 

Turning his gaze away from the vast heavens, he 
glanced into the distance, willing Lorita and Salva- 
dor to materialize. He was anxious to talk to his son! 


Esteban hadn’t asked his nephew to ride with him 
and his vaqueros, and Ricardo knew why he hadn't 
been invited. He had overheard enough of the 
discussion between his uncle and Lorita to ascertain 
that Esteban was leaving to meet with Salvador. 

The young man had waited until the patron 
his men had ridden away from the hacienda. 
he'd mounted his horse and followed at a 
distance. 

He was determined to hear the conversation 
would take place between Esteban and Leon. If hi 
uncle should decide to claim his bastard, 
Ricardo knew he had to find a way to secure his 
future. He'd be damned if he'd take second place 
Salvador Leén! Envisioning the cur moving into 
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hacienda and taking over as its legal heir infuriated 
Ricardo. The bastard would also marry Lorital The 
thought of them together enraged Ricardo toan even 

ter extent. No! He'd not live in the same house 
with Salvador and watch him and Lorita disappear 
into their bedroom every night! 

Ricardo despised Salvador Leén, for in his 
opinion, the outlaw was about to steal everything 
that should be his: Esteban’s affection, the hacienda, 
his uncle’s money, and Lorita! 

As Esteban sat beneath the cottonwood, he was 
totally unaware that his nephew was hiding behind 
the bordering shrubbery where he'd be able to hear 
every word that passed between him and Salvador. 


During their ride to the oasis, Salvador told Lorita 
about David. He also let her know how he had helped 
Hunter and the others escape Diego. His news had 
pleased Lorita, and she had readily agreed to visit 
David and Julianne. Like Salvador, she wanted the 
four of them to remain friends. 

As they drew closer to the place where Esteban was 
waiting, Lorita became apprehensive. When Salva- 
dor learned that the patron was his father, he might 
reject him. She sighed with worry. The possibility 
that he might spurn her also existed, for she intended 
to tell him the whole truth about herself. 

She wied to cast her gnawing doubts aside. 
Salvador was exceptionally forgiving. Hadn't he 

ed Sefior Hunter for deceiving him? Surely, 
he'd find it in his heart to do the same for her. 

Esteban heard their arrival before they came into 
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sight, and leaping to his feet, he stepped away from 
the tree. Night had descended. The sky was a dark 
canopy interspersed with twinkling stars around qa 
crescent moon. 

Reining in, Salvador recognized Esteban. He 
quickly dismounted. After assisting Lorita, he went 
to the patron and offered him his hand. “Sefior, itis 
good to see you again. Apparently, you recovered 
completely from the snake bite.” 

Accepting his handshake, Esteban replied, “Si, I 
am alive and well. Thanks to you.”’ His eyes perused 
Salvador. Lorita had been right about Salvador being 
a younger version of himself. It was almost like 
seeing his own image as he had been thirty years ago. 

As Lorita came to Salvador’s side, Esteban re- 
marked, “I take it that you two know each other.” 

“Si,” she answered. “Salvador, this is Esteban 
Murillo.” 

“Murillo,” Salvador repeated, returning his gaze 
to Esteban. “I have heard of you.” 

“You are also well-known,” the patron replied. — 

Salvador smiled devilishly. ‘Notorious might be 
more accurate.” 

“Lorita informed me that you intend to change 


from Esteban to Lorita, he said firmly, “Why don" t 
we skip the formalities? You two have instigated this 
meeting for a reason. I'd like to know what it is.” 

Esteban answered, “Before we explain, would 
mind telling me about yourself? I'd like very much : 
know why you chose to associate with a man li 
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Diego Ordéfiez. I also want to know your dreams and 
your ambitions. I need to know the kind of man you 


are. 

“Why do you want to know so much about me?” 
Salvador questioned, on his guard. 

Intruding, Lorita said pressingly, “Please do as 
Sefior Murillo has asked. Later, we'll explain 
Hesitant, he replied, ‘‘But I don’t understand.” 

“Please!” she implored. “Do it for me!”’ 

Trusting Lorita implicitly, he relented. “Very 
well, I'll do as you say.” 

They walked to the tree and sat beneath it. 
Candidly, Salvador told Esteban about himself, 
starting with his life in Spain and the reason 

Ferdinand Leén had disowned him. He spoke in 
detail about his activities in Mexico, going so far as to 
reveal his dream to help the poor and his wish to 
learn his true father's identity. 

As Salvador’s story unfolded, Esteban listened 
attentively, and as he learned more about this young 
man, a deep admiration for Salvador began to take 
root. He didn’t agree totally with his son's goals and 
ambitions, but he nonetheless respected them. 

Finishing his account of himself, Salvador insisted 
on an explanation. 

Lorita started to speak, but Esteban deterred her. 
“No, sefiorita. Let me talk first.” 

“Very well, patron,” she acquiesced. 

His eyés meeting Salvador's, Esteban remarked 
without preliminaries, ‘I am the man who gave 
Rosetta the ring. Your mother and I met almost 
thirty years ago. We fell in love, and although I 
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wanted desperately to marry her, she was obligated to 
return to Spain and wed Ferdinand Leén.” ‘ 

Silence followed Esteban’s revelation. The patron 
and Lorita tensely awaited Salvador’s reaction to the 
startling news. : 

They were both surprised when Salvador did not 
comment on the revelation of his relationship to 
Esteban. Instead, he turned to Lorita and said calmly, 
“There’s more to this than Sefior Murillo being my 
father. You have something to tell me too, don’t 
your” 

She nodded, reached over, and clasped his hand. 
She hoped his touch would give her the strength to 
confess her deceit. Her words flowed quietly as she 
revealed that Maria had been her sister, and that the 
nun’s habit had belonged to herself. She let Salvador 
know that she had hidden in the bedroom and had 
fallen and been knocked unconscious. Lorita stum- 
bled over her words as she explained how she had 
awakened to find Maria dead and had believed that 
Salvador was the murderer. 

She paused, took a deep breath, then told him that 
she hadn't returned to the convent but instead had 
gone to Esteban to ask his help in apprehending 
Salvador. Lorita turned away from Salvador’s aston- 
ished gaze as she completed her explanation by 
letting him know of the scheme that she and Esteban 
had devised. 

His thoughts still on Maria, Salvador asked 
anxiously, “Why did your sister let me believe that 
she was a nun?” ! 

“I’m not sure, but I imagine she was protecting 
me. She was probably afraid that if you and your men: 
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Fer aware of my presence, you'd force yourselves on 


Salvador suddenly felt the sin he had carried lifting 
from his shoulders. Then, declaring his innocence, 
he asserted firmly, “I didn’t kill Maria! When I left 
she was alive. Pedro and Carlos followed directly 
behind me, so they didn’t kill her either.” 

“J believe you, Salvador!” Lorita quickly replied. 

Disengaging his hand from hers, Salvador stood 
and walked a short distance away. He needed to be 
alone with his thoughts. 

Esteban could see Lorita’s anguish. Patting her 
hand, he said softly, “We must give him time to grasp 
everything we've told him.” 

Tears threatening, she moaned, “Oh patron, I'm 
so afraid that I've lost him!" 

Esteban waited awhile, then left Lorita and went 
over to Salvador. Walking up behind him, Esteban 
placed his hand on the younger man's shoulder. 
“Lorita and I only want you to be happy. She loves 
you very much, and I...” 

Salvador faced him. ‘‘You what?”’ 

“I want us to get to know each other. I hope we can 
learn to love each other as father and son.” 

He was surprised. “You mean you're willing to 
accept me as a son? You'd claim your own bastard?” 

“I don’t like that word!" Esteban spat. ‘Between 
us, it will never be used again!"’ His tone softened, 
“Salvador, you must realize that I loved your mother 
with all my heart. I never stopped loving her. You do 
not exist because two people lusted after each other. 
You're alive because Rosetta and I were deeply in 

_ love. You said that she died before telling you my 
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name. I believe she wanted very much to tell you w 
I was. She wished for us to find each other. She once 
understood me as well as I understood myself, and 
she knew that I'd welcome you in my life. All 
years, I thought Rosetta and I had loved in vain, but] 
now know that our love served a purpose. Our love 
created you.” Esteban’s voice broke with emotion, 
“You're our son!" 
Salvador’s eyes misted. “Esteban, how can we 
make up for all those lost years?” 
“We can't,” he answered. ‘Those years are gone, 
but we can begin a future together from this moment 
on.” 
“What about our political differences?’ H 
couldn't help feeling a little skeptical. 
Esteban grinned largely. “I love a good political 
debate. It'll give us something to discuss at the dinner 
table. Who knows, maybe you'll even change some of 
my beliefs.”’ 
Lorita was walking hesitantly toward them, and 


her husband and father-in-law talking politics at 
table. I think we should save our political discussi 
for the study, where they can be discussed overa g 
of brandy.” 

Her face aglow, Lorita hurried into Salvador’ 
arms. ‘Does this mean that you've forgiven me?” 

“Little one, I understand why you wanted 
avenge your sister. In your place, I'd have done 
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develop between them. Furthermore, he was glad 
that Salvador and Lorita planned to marry. Aristoc- 
racy had lost its importance to Esteban. His new- 
found son's happiness was all that mattered. He 
swallowed with difficulty, for there was still another 
matter to be settled. It was important to Esteban that 
Salvador agree to reside at his hacienda. How could 
he and his son become close if Salvador lived 
elsewhere? 

Clearing his throat nervously, Esteban asked, 
“Salvador, would you and Lorita consider moving to 
my home? I have a large house and there's plenty of 
room. I think it’s important for you and I to see a lot 
of each other.” 

Salvador concurred, for he was eager to know his 
father. However, it was not his decision alone. 
Looking questioningly at Lorita, he queried, 
“Where do you want us to live?” 

“] agree with Esteban. I think you two should stay 
in close contact.” 

“Then it’s settled,” Salvador remarked. “Esteban, 
you're about to have two guests.” 

“Permanent residents, I hope,” he said sincerely. 

Meanwhile, Ricardo, crouched behind the heavy 
shrubbery, raged inwardly. His worst fear had come 
to pass. Esteban had invited his bastard son to the 

i Now, it would only be a matter of time 
before he’d make Salvador his legal heir! 

Stealthily, Ricardo drew his pistol, and taking 
accurate aim, pointed the gun at Salvador. One shot 
and the man would cease to exist. Perspiration 
beaded Ricardo’s brow, and an evil grin crossed his 
lips as he curled his finger around the trigger. 
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A myriad of stars dotted the clear sky, their bright 
reflections mirrored in the placid Rio Grande, 
Standing beside the river's edge, Lynda stared 
somberly into the night. As the others had started to 
set up camp, she had wandered a short distance away. 
Her mood was pensive, for she knew that soon she 
and Flying Hawk would say good-bye. She had 
known from the beginning that their separation 
was inevitable, but that didn’t make the pain of 
losing him any less bearable 

David called to her, and turning from the river, 
went back to the campsite. Her companions were 
sitting around the fire and she took a place close 
Flying Hawk. As she slipped her hand into his, 
draped an arm about her shoulders, drawing 
snugly against his muscular body. 

“In the morning,” David began, “we're going to 

direction and head for the town of Dry = 
It’s a day's ride from here.” 
Lynda was puzzled. “Why do you want to go to 
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es: Why aren't we traveling straight to Fort 


2 my 

“It'll be safer for you and Julianne if we journey by 
stage. We can get a stage out of Dry Creek.” 

Flying Hawk agreed. “You are right, Bear Fighter. 
Traveling all the way to the fort with two women 
could be dangerous.” 

Julianne and Lynda didn’t concur, and they both 
yoiced their disapproval. 

It was David who answered. “There are desperados 
and Apaches between here and Fort Laramie. Two 
beautiful women would be a big temptation to them, 
and Flying Hawk and I couldn't hold off a gang of 
desperados or a band of Apaches.” He paused, then 
Jooked meaningfully at Lynda and Julianne. “My 
mind is made up. We travel by stage.” 

The ladies knew that he was right and consented, 
although reluctantly. 

Flying Hawk's hand tightened around Lynda’s as 
he remarked, ‘“The town of Dry Creek will not 
welcome a Sioux warrior, nor will the stageline, so I 
will ride alone to the Black Hills.”” His gaze went to 
Lynda. ‘We will say good-bye in the morning.” 

He didn’t wait for her response, but springing to 
his feet, walked away from the fire and into the 
surrounding darkness. 

Seeing Lynda’s concern, Julianne asked David, “Is 
it safe for Flying Hawk to travel alone?” 

“He'll be all right,” David answered softly. He 
wasn’t overly worried about his blood brother, for 
he had confidence in Flying Hawk's abilities. The 
warrior would travel with stealth and caution. 

Rising, Lynda murmured, “If you'll excuse me, 
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and the Army are destined to go to war, and when 
they do, Flying Hawk will fight. Lynda couldn't live 
with him knowing he was in battle against her own 
people. Then, of course, there’s Spotted Fawn. She’ 
Flying Hawk's wife, and Lynda couldn't share 
Flying Hawk with another woman.” 
Julianne sighed deeply. “Their love is hopeless 
isn’t it?” 
He smiled wistfully. “They'll have their mem- 
ories.”’ 
Julianne didn’t reply, but putting herself i 
Lynda’s place, she thought memories were a poor 
consolation. 


Lynda found Flying Hawk sitting at the river 
Going to his side, she sat with him. They remain 
silent for a while, both involved in their own sol 
reveries. 

“Beautiful one,” Flying Hawk finally murm 
“I'll always remember you.”’ 

Her eyes misty, Lynda replied, “I'll never f 
you either, Flying Hawk. You'll be in my 
forever.” 

His smile was rueful. ‘“‘Even in your home in 
East, you'll hear about the war between the Sio 
and the Army. When you read of these bloody batt! 
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f you might feel differently about me.” 


“The war can't touch my feelings for you.” 

“Are you sure?” he pressed her, his dark eyes 
searching hers. 

“Yes, I'm sure. But, Flying Hawk, let's not spend 
our last night together talking about the impending 
war between your people and mine. It’s too de- 

ng.” 

“You are right. Our last hours should be happy 

He took her into his arms and eased her down onto 
the bordering grass. As his lips claimed hers, she 
twined her arms about his neck and surrendered to 
the pleasure his kiss was awakening within her. 

She was wearing Flying Hawk's buckskins, and 
wanting to consummate their union, she eagerly 
helped him remove her trousers. Then, as he slipped 
off her undergarment, his lips caressed her bare flesh. 
Her legs parted to welcome his intimate fondling. 
His mouth and tongue soon drove her to ecstatic 
heights of rapture. 

His passion burning like wildfire, Flying Hawk 
quickly threw off his buckskins, then leaned over the 
woman he loved and entered her powerfully. She 
arched her hips, accepting his aggressive strokes with 
an ardor as strong as her lover's. Lynda's legs locked 
about his waist, and as he delved even deeper into her 
warm depths, his rapid thrusting took them both to 
passion’s satisfying culmination. 

His desire temporarily appeased, he withdrew and 
stretched out at her side, and wrapped an arm about 
her. Cuddling close, Lynda rested her head on his 
shoulder. 


509 


Flying Hawk's sudden groan was filled with 
despair. “Beautiful one, how do we find the words to 
say good-bye?” 

Lynda was quiet for a moment. Then sitting up, 
she gazed tenderly into Flying Hawk's somber eyes, 
“Oh yes, my love, how do we say farewell?”’ She could 
not conceal the desperation she was feeling. Looking 
away from Flying Hawk, she let her gaze drift over 
the languid river. 

Sensing her preoccupation, Flying Hawk asked, 
“Where are your thoughts?” 

“I was recalling a poem written by Lord Byron. He 
was a British poet.” 

“Tell me this poem 

“I’m not sure if I can remember it all."’ She sat 
thoughtfully for a couple of minutes, then recalling 
the last verse, she recited with feeling, ‘These lips are 
mute, these eyes are dry; but in my breast and in my 
brain, awake the pangs that pass not by, the thought 
that ne'er shall sleep again. My soul nor deigns nor 
dares complain, through grief and passion there 
rebel: I only know we loved in vain; I only feel . . . 
Farewell! . . . Farewell!” 

He reached for her, and returning to his embrace, 


Isabella, seated at the campfire beside Di 
watched as the man greedily devoured a plate 
beans. He ate noisily, belching periodically as 
washed down his food with large swigs of tequila. 
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Isabella merely picked at her own dinner. She 
craved revenge more than food. Her desire to destroy 
David had stolen her appetite. The gringo would rue 
the day that he had decided to make a fool of her! 
How dare he play her along while all the time he was 
in love with the red-headed gringa! Setting aside her 
plate, Isabella cupped her chin in her hands and 

sullenly into the fire's darting flames. 

Catching her dour expression, Diego remarked, 
“Don’t worry, querida. Tomorrow morning, we'll 
capture Sehor Hunter and force him to take us to the 
gold.” Earlier, he had explained to Isabella that he 
preferred not toattempt to overtake David and Flying 
Hawk on open land. This was why he had followed 
them through the day. However, they were now on 
terrain where taking David and the others unaware 
wouldn't be as difficult. 

When she offered no reply, Diego continued, “I 
will show my appreciation by giving you a cut of the 

id.” 

Gold! The word thundered through Isabella's 
mind. There was no gold! She knew that soon she’d 
have to tell Diego the truth. She dreaded doing so, for 
she had no doubt that he'd be angry. For a moment 
she wondered if he would be so enraged that he'd kill 
her along with David, but then wiped the terrifying 
possibility from her mind. No, he'd not kill her. He 
might strike her and tell her that he never wanted to 
see her again, but she was sure that he'd go no 
further. 

The warmth from the fire didn’t prevent a chill 
from running through her. Diego was not a man to 
trifle with, and it could be a mistake to use him to 
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achieve her revenge. 

Standing, Isabella left Diego and went to her 
bedroll. Snuggling beneath the top blanket, she 
convinced herself that she was overanxious. When | 
she told Diego that there was no Confederate gold, — 
he'd take his anger out on David, not on her. David 
would pay with his life for making a fool of her! Also, 
his woman would die! Isabella had no doubts 
concerning Julianne’s fate, for she intended to kill 
her herself! 


The heavy perspiration cloaking Ricardo's brow 
dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision as he held 
his pistol aimed at Salvador. He lowered the gun to 
wipe a hand across his forehead, but, as he did, he 
suddenly heard the sound of an approaching horse. 
Edging himself behind a thick bush, Ricardo looked — 
on as a man rode up to Salvador. 

Dismounting, Pedro said urgently, “Capitan, I've 
been looking everywhere for you.” 

“What's wrong?” Salvador asked. 

“I went to the shed to check our supplies and half 
of them are gone. I think maybe Diego and his men 
took them.” 

Worry shadowed Salvador’s face. “Somehow 
Diego must've learned that I was freeing Sefior 
Hunter and his friends. Diego probably still thinks 
Hunter knows where the gold is.’’ He looked quickly — 
at Esteban. ‘“You'll have to excuse me. It's imperative 
that I return home, round up my men, and go after 
Diego. David Hunter's life is in danger.” 

“Salvador, don’t leave yet,'’ Esteban replied. ‘Tell 
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me what's happening. Maybe I can help you. My 
yaqueros are camped close by. They are much closer 
than your men, and if time is crucial, my men and I 
can give you all the assistance you'll need. We always 
travel with extra supplies, so there’s no reason why 
we can't offer our services.” 

As Salvador told Esteban about David, Ricardo 
paid scant attention to his explanation. Now that 
he'd had time to reconsider, he realized shooting 
Salvador would solve nothing. His uncle would 
surely despise him and throw him out without a peso 
to his name. 

Ricardo sighed. The cards had been dealt and 
Salvador held the winning hand. Acknowledging 
defeat, Ricardo was about to slip away from his 
hiding place when Salvador's buried gold crossed his 
mind. When he'd eavesdropped at his uncle's study, 
he had heard Lorita admit that she knew where it was 
hidden. Ricardo decided to remain behind the bush. 
An opportunity to accost Lorita might come about if 
Esteban and his vaqueros took off with Salvador. 

Now, listening intently, Ricardo paid close atten- 
tion to everything the two men said, and he smiled 
broadly when Esteban insisted that he and his men 
accompany Salvador. Ricardo’s grin grew even 
larger when Salvador ordered Pedro to escort Lorita 
home. It shouldn't be difficult to overtake one man, 
especially since he wouldn’t be expecting touble. 

Ricardo continued his secret watch as Lorita kissed 
Salvador, then stepped to her horse and mounted. As 
she and Salvador were saying their anxious fare- 
wells Pedro swung up onto his own horse. 

Furtively, Ricardo crept away from the heavy 
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bushes and went quietly to where he had left his 
saddled gelding. A gleeful gleam shone in his eyes. — 
To hell with Esteban and his hacienda, he'd soon 
have Salvador's stashed gold! 


Although Lorita was worried about David andthe 
others, her spirits were high as she rode alongside 
Pedro. Everything had worked out so splendidly 
between Salvador and Esteban! They had even 
discussed Salvador’s gold, and Esteban had suggested 
that Salvador give it to the Church, which he had 
readily agreed to. Indeed, the future was looking very 
bright to Lorita. She was anxious to marry Salvador, 
move to Esteban's home, and begin her new life. 

Ricardo’s unexpected appearance took her by sur- 
prise. Riding horseback, he had suddenly materi- 
alized from behind a large boulder. Pedro reached for 
his holstered pistol, but Lorita stopped him. “Nol It 
is all right. I know this man. He is Sefior Murillo’s 
nephew.” 

Riding in closer, Ricardo pulled up. His smile was 
disarming. “Good evening, Lorita.” 

She and Pedro reined in. The moonlight, bathing 
the land with golden rays, shone down clearly on 
Ricardo, and Lorita could see that his expression was 
affable. 

“Are you looking for your uncle?”’ she asked. 

Ricardo’s attention seemed to be totally on Lorita. — 
However, he surreptitiously kept an eye on Pedro. 
Seeing that the man had let down his guard, Ricardo 
drew his pistol in a flash. Pointing it at Lorita, he 
said to Pedro, “Ease your gun out of the holster and 
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throw it to the ground, or I'll shoot her."” When 
Pedro hesitated, he shouted, “Do it!” 

Pedro obeyed. 

“Now the rifle!” Ricardo ordered. 

Slowly he slipped the gun from the scabbard and 
pitched it to the ground, where it landed beside his 

istol. 
; More astonished than frightened, Lorita de- 
manded, “Why are you doing this?” 

“You know where Leén’s gold is buried, and I 
want you to tell me where it is.”’ 

“And if I don't?” 

Ricardo grinned coldly in Pedro's direction, then 
looked back at Lorita. ‘If you don't cooperate, I'll 
kill your compadre.”” 

She responded quickly, “‘T'll tell you where the 
gold is. But first I want you to tell me something.” 

He looked at her archly. 

“Why do you want to steal Salvador’s gold? The 
patron will be furious with you.” 

Ricardo’s face turned beet red with anger. “I do not 
care what Esteban thinks! I plan never to see him 
again! Do you take me for a simpleton? I know it is 
now only a matter of time before Esteban changes his 
will and leaves everything to Leén! I will get 
nothing!" A bitter sneer curled his firm lips. 
“Salvador Leén has taken what belongs to me. My 
uncle's affection, his hacienda, and you. It is only fair 
that I take his gold.” 

Lorita preferred not to argue with him. “There isa 
lone cottonwood at the oasis, and the gold is buried 
twenty paces north of the tree.” 

Ricardo’s sneer twisted into the semblance of a 
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grin. “Gracias, sefiorita. You have been most 
informative.” He eyed her harshly for a moment, 
then proceeded, “You have come a long way since 
your days at the convent. Si, pretty one? You will 
soon marry Leén, and someday he'll inherit Este- 
ban’s estate. Then you'll be married to a wealthy 
landowner. That's a great feat for one born in © 
poverty. It's a shame Maria is not alive. She’d be very — 
proud of her little sister.” 

His gaze raked over her, admiring the way her 
blouse and riding skirt clung to her supple curves. “If 
you were not soiled by Leén, I would shoot this 
bandino at your side, throw you to the ground, and 
help myself to your lovely body. But I'll not touch 
what has been contaminated by Salvador Leén.”’ He 
sighed despairingly. “I wanted you since the first 
moment I laid eyes on you. You were so beautiful, — 
your pink robe open, revealing your silky skin .. .” 

Interrupting him, Lorita gasped, ‘““What are you 
saying? A pink robe!" Then suddenly remembering, 
she cried, “I never owned a pink robe, but Mariadid! 
The day she was killed, I wore her robe into the 
bedroom. You saw me, didn’t you? You saw me lying 
on the floor unconscious! You killed Maria!” 

Mentioning the pink robe had been a slip on 
Ricardo’s part. He hadn't planned to kill Lorita and 
Pedro, but now he knew he must. Knowing Lorita, 
she wouldn't rest until he was apprehended and tried 
for Maria's murder. 

"Si,”” he confessed. ‘I killed her. Your sister was a 
whore and I visited her often. That day, when I 
arrived, Salvador and his compadres had just left. She 
told me what had happened. We rushed into the 
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house, and when I saw you on the floor I knew I had 
to have you. Maria tried to stop me but I shoved her 
out of the room and closed the door. Just as I was 
about to remove your robe she came back. She had a 
knife, we fought, and to save myself I stabbed her. 
Then I heard the soldiers arriving. My horse was at 
the side of the house, so I was able to slip away 
without being seen.” 

Ricardo, totally involved in what he was saying, 
had foolishly ignored Pedro, who moved with 
incredible stealth as Ricardo’s story was unfolding 
and slipped a derringer from his saddlebags. 

Ricardo continued, unaware that Pedro was now 
armed. “I regret that I must kill you, Lorita,” he was 
saying, drawing back the hammer on his pistol. “But 
I know that you'll convince Esteban and Leén to 
track me down and bring me back to stand trial for 
Maria’s murder.” 

Lorita’s eyes opened wide with fright as she stared 
at the gun pointed at her heart. When a shot suddenly 
rang out, it took a few seconds for her to grasp what 
had happened. Shocked, she watched as Ricardo 
slumped over, then gasped and fell from his horse. 

Dismounting, Pedro stepped to Ricardo and 
kneeled to see if the young man was still alive. Then 
he stood and slipped his derringer into the waist of 
his trousers. Glancing up at Lorita, he said calmly, 
“My derringer may be small, but it is deadly.” 

“Then he’s... he’s... ?” 

“Dead?"’ he completed for her. “Si, sefiorita, he is 
very dead.” 
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Chapler. Thinty-Sesen 


Standing apart from Julianne and David, Lynda | 


watched Flying Hawk ride away. She had to draw on 
all her willpower to keep from running after him and 
begging him to hold her one more time. He was still 
within her sight, and had left her only moments 
before, but already her body ached for his touch. She 
knew from experience, however, remembering her 
husband and the months following his death, that 
the pain would lessen as time went by. 

Moving to Lynda, Julianne asked softly, “Are you 
all right?” 

She nodded, smiling ruefully, and murmured, 
“Yes, I think so.” 

“Let's get ready to leave," David called. Going to 
the fire, he kicked loose dirt over the low-burning | 
flames. 

Touching Julianne’s arm, Lynda said, “I need to” 
step into the shrubbery for a moment.” 

“Go on. I'll help David pack,’ Julianne answered, 
turning and hurrying away. 


518 





Lynda didn’t actually need privacy, but she had an 
overwhelming urge to cry and she preferred that 
Julianne and David not see her that way. 

As Julianne approached, David gestured toward 
Lynda and asked, “How is she?” 

“I'm not sure. She's trying to be very brave, but I 
know her heart is breaking.” 

Julianne watched her friend as she disappeared 
into the bordering foliage. Then she set about 
helping David break camp. 

David was in the process of saddling the last horse 
when Diego suddenly emerged from the shrubbery. 
He had Lynda imprisoned in his powerful arms and 
a pistol pointed at her head. Keeping a tenacious 
hold on his captive, the burly Mexican smiled coldly 
at David. “If you try to draw your gun, Sefior 
Hunter, I will kill the sefiora."’ 

“What the hell do you want, Diego?” he demanded 
gruffly. 

The man’s cold grin broadened. “Amigo, we made 
a deal, remember?” 

“If you're after the Confederate gold, then you're 
on a wild goose chase. There is no gold."’ 

Diego didn’t believe him. 

Julianne was standing a short way from David. As 
she started inching toward him, Diego’s men and 
Isabella rode into camp. Their presence brought 
Julianne’s steps to a halt. Her eyes went to Isabella. 

Meeting Julianne’s gaze, the Mexican woman 
smiled viciously, drew the pistol strapped about her 
waist, aimed it at Julianne, and pulled the trigger. As 
the gunshot thundered, Julianne plunged to the 
ground. 
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Isabella's shot was so unexpected that, for a split 
second, there was no reaction from the bystanders. — 
Then, as Julianne’s name tore from his throat, David 
made a move to rush to her side. 

Releasing Lynda, and moving incredibly fast fora © 
man his size, Diego lunged forward and swung his 
pistol across the back of David's head. 

The solid blow knocked David to his knees. 
Blinding flashes of pain shot behind his eyes, anda 
roar as loud as a freight train echoed in his ears. 
Fighting to remain conscious, he attempted to get 
back to his feet, but two of Diego’s men had reached 
him. Each man grabbed one of his arms and held him 
pinioned. He struggled vainly against them. His 
head was pounding and the ground beneath him was 
spinning like a top. 

Dismounting, Miguel hurried to Julianne and 
knelt beside her. A large patch of blood was on her 
right temple. Leaning over, he was about to place his 
ear to her chest to listen for a heartbeat, but just then a 
soft, almost inaudible moan came from deep in her 
throat. Certain that no one else had heard it, Miguel 
looked at Diego and said briskly, “She's dead.” 

“God, no!” Lynda screamed, running to Julianne 
and falling to her knees. 

David, renewed strength coursing through him, 
broke away from his captors, but as he stumbled 
forward unconsciousness overtook him and he sank 
to the ground. 

Miguel, noticing thatall eyes were on David, spoke 
quietly to Lynda, “The sefiorita isn't dead. Do not let 
Diego know that she’s alive.” 

“Wh... what?” Lynda gasped, not sure she'd 
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heard correctly. 

He motioned for her to be silent. Miguel wanted 
his part of the gold, but he wasn’t a coldhearted 
bandit. He was against raping women and killing 
them, and was certain that these would be Julianne’s 
fate if Diego knew she were alive. He'd rape her time 
and time again, then after he had the gold he'd kill 
her, along with Sefior Hunter. 

Isabella had dismounted. Feeling proud of herself, 
her expression was smug as Diego walked over to her. 
Detecting the man’s anger, she braced herself for the 
slap she knew was coming. 

He hit her so hard that her body slammed into the 
side of her horse. Clutching a handful of her hair, 
Diego jerked her around, drew back his arm, and 
slapped her again. This time, she fell to her knees. 

“Please don't hit me any more!” she begged, 
knowing how the cruel Mexican loved to hear her 


This time, however, Isabella had gone too far and 
Diego's anger was out of control. He hadanticipated 
having Julianne at his mercy, and now this jealous 
litle puta had killed her! Pulling her up, Diego 
doubled his large hand into a fist and smashed it 
against Isabella’s face. The powerful jab caused her 
to collapse at his feet. 

The huge Mexican was so enraged that he would 
have killed Isabella with his bare hands if Miguel 
hadn't intervened. Forcing his way between Diego 
and Isabella, Miguel shouted, “Beating her to death 
will not make Sefiorita Ross any less dead! Forget the 
red-headed gringa! With the gold, you can buy all the 
women you want!"’ He appeared restless. “We're 
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wasting time! Let's sling Hunter over his horse and 
get the hell away from here!" 

The man’s reasoning made sense, and letting his 
rage mellow somewhat, Diego ordered two of his 
men to throw the unconscious David over the 
Appaloosa, 

Miguel started to assist Isabella, but seeing Diego 
draw his pistol, he asked urgently, “What are you 

“I must kill Sefiora Meyers,” he replied tonelessly. 

“Nol"’ Miguel objected. 

Diego looked at him suspiciously. “Why do you 
care if the sefiora lives or dies?” 

“T am against killing women!” 

Turning, Diego scanned the rest of his men. “How 
do you feel, compadres? Should we kill the gringa, or 
leave her alive? If she lives, she'll report us to the U Si: 
Army and the soldiers will come after us.” 

Lynda, still kneeling beside Julianne, listened in 
terror. 

Miguel spoke up strongly, “The American soldiers 
do not know where the gold is buried, so they cannot 
find us if we move quickly.”’ He cast Lynda an 
apologetic glance before saying, “If we take the 
sefiora’s horse, it will be a long time before she can 
even contact the army. The closest town is Dry Creek, 
and walking will take her two or three days. By then, 
we'll be a long way from here.” 

The three other men in Diego’s party agreed with 
Miguel—they preferred not to kill a woman. Diego | 
was still tempted to shoot Lynda, but as he continued 
to study his comrades he feared the killing might 
bring on a mutiny. Relenting, he shrugged and 
headed toward his mount, grumbling. “Take all the 
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horses, but leave supplies for the woman.” 

Lynda released the breath she'd been holding, and 
her heart began to slow down to normal. She sat close 
to Julianne, hoping she wouldn't moan or stir. If 
Diego knew that Julianne was alive, Lynda was sure 
he'd take her with him. 

Apprehensively, Lynda looked on as Miguel 
helped Isabella to her horse. The woman's face was 
battered and her nose was bleeding profusely, but 
Lynda didn’t feel sorry for her. The woman had tried 
to kill Julianne and had deserved her punishment! 

Lynda’s gaze went to David. Diego's men had 
slung him over the Appaloosa’s back. Tears smarted 
her eyes as the riders pulled out, taking David with 
them. She hoped Miguel would let him know that 
Julianne wasn’t dead. 

They traveled swiftly and soon were out of Lynda’s 
sight. The pounding of their horses’ hoofs faded 
away, followed by an eerie quiet. There were no 
sounds, not even a bird chirping. 

Moving quickly, Lynda got a canteen and David's 
medical kit. Returning to Julianne, she studied her 
closely and was relieved to see that the bullet had 
merely grazed her temple. 

Before tending to Julianne, she gazed in the 
direction Flying Hawk had taken. If only he’d come 
back! she thought desperately. She sighed despon- 
dently and wiped at the fresh tears stinging her eyes. 
__ She knew that Flying Hawk wouldn't return, for they 

* had said good-bye with finality and there was no 
reason for him to turn around and ride back. 






Justin had just finished eating breakfast and was 
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sitting up in bed with the tray on his lap when 
Hannah entered the room. Telling him good 
morning, she took the tray and placed it on the 
bedside table. Then she drew up the hard-back chair, 
sat down, and inquired, “How are you feeling?” 

“Pretty good,” he answered. “How come you 
didn’t bring Sarah?” Justin hadn’t seen the child - 
since the day she had overheard him claim that he 
didn’t want a wife or a daughter. He was anxious to 
talk to her and make her understand. 

“She slept late this morning. When I left, Mrs, 
Ripka was fixing her breakfast.” 

Justin frowned impatiently. “Hannah, you know I 
want to talk to Sarah. When are you gonna bring her 
to me?”’ 

“T'm not,”’ she answered simply. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean exactly what I said. You have hurt that 
child enough, and I'll not give you the opportunity 
to do so again.” 

“IT didn’t hurt her on purpose,” he defended 
himself. 

“Justin, you never intentionally hurt the people 
who love you. But that doesn’t make the pain any 
less.” 

He was annoyed. “If you came here to nag then you 
can leave. I ain't in the mood to listen.” 

Unruffled, she rose from the chair, went to the 
window, and opened the curtains. Justin’s eyes 
followed her. She was wearing her borrowed gown, 
and her heavy blond tresses were unbound, allowing 
the golden locks to cascade past her shoulders in 
flowing waves. 
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© ering rats he ity on ee 
edge, folded her hands in her lap, and announced, 
__ «There is a stagecoach due next week and Sarah and! 
are leaving on it.” 

“Good,” he mumbled half-heartedly. “I told you 
that the Army would help you make travelin’ 
arrangements.” 

“The stage company will let us travel on credit and 
so will the railroad. When I get back home, my 
parents will pay our fares.” 

Hannah waited breathlessly, praying Justin 
would ask her not to leave. She loved him so much! If 
only . . . if only he loved her in return! 

Justin spoke hesitantly, “Hannah, there’s some- 
thing I wanna talk to you about.” : 

Her hopes soared. Was he about to ask her to stay? 
“Yes, Justin?” she questioned, tensing. 

“J want your promise that before you remarry, 
you'll make sure that your future husband loves 
Sarah and will be good to her.” 

Her expectations dashed, Hannah bolted to her 
feet. “Justin,” she began, keeping a tight rein on her 
temper. “There is one way you can guarantee that 
Sarah will have a loving stepfather.” 

“How’s that?” 

“Marry me yourself.”’ 

“You know I don’t wanna get married,” he came 
back quickly. 

“In that case, mind your own business!"’ she 
retorted, her tone icy. 

“All right, I will!” he grumbled. “But, dammit, 
you've got to admit that you made a bad choice when 
you married Walter White!" 
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“I learn from my mistakes, Justin!" she spat. 

“Are you insinuatin’ that I don’t?” 

Huffing, she folded her arms beneath her breasts. 
“Heaven forbid that Justin Smith would ever make a 
mistake!" 

“T ain't perfect!” he muttered, anger building. 

“Oh yes, you are! You're a perfect jackass!” She 
whirled away from the bed and was heading for the 
door when it suddenly opened. 

Entering the room, Captain Ripka asked, “Mrs. 
White, are you leaving?” 

“Yes, Iam,” she replied, trying to keep her voice on 
an even keel. 

Speaking to the captain, Justin said grumpily, 
“She can’t leave soon enough to suit me. She's the 
contrariest woman I ever met!” 

Sidestepping the officer, Hannah made a hasty 
exit. The door was still standing open, and as she 
paused to calm her emotions she could hear Justin — 
and the captain talking. 

“What in the world happened between you two?” — 
Ripka asked. . 

“Hannah and I ain’t never got along with each — 
other. Hardheadest woman I ever ran across!”’ 

The captain repressed a grin. “She can’t be any . 
more hardheaded than you are. I think you finally 
met your match.” 

Justin humphed. “What I need is a stiff drink of 
whiskey. Will you get me a bottle?” 

“Absolutely not,” the officer refused. 

“Dammit! Then I'll get dressed and get it myself!” 

“You're still too weak to leave that bed.” 

Hannah, still listening, had heard enough to 
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arouse her wrath to the fullest. She hurried to where 
the doctor kept his liquor, and taking a bottle of 
whiskey, returned to Justin's bedroom. 

With long, determined strides she carried the bottle 
to the bedside table and set it down with a bang. 
Glaring into Justin’s bewildered face, she said 
angrily. “Here! Drink to your heart's content!" 

Turning brusquely and leaving the room, she 
called over her shoulder, “Captain, let him have his 
whiskey. He's too much of a coward to face life 
without it!” 

She slammed the door loudly behind her. 


Julianne regained consciousness slowly. Her head 
ached terribly and her throat was extremely parched. 

“Water,” she whispered hoarsely. 

Uncapping the canteen, Lynda placed it to 
Julianne's dry lips. She drank thirstily. Then her eyes 
fluttered open and she asked weakly, “Where's 
David?” 

“Do you remember what happened?” 

Still disoriented, Julianne tried to clear her 
thoughts. She became aware that she was lying on the 
ground with a blanket propped beneath her head. 
The sun was midway in the sky and its bright rays 
were uncomfortably warm. Then, suddenly, as 
everything came back to her, she sat up with a bolt. 


- “David!” she cried. “Did Diego take him?” 


“Yes,”’ Lynda answered. ‘‘He was knocked uncon- 
scious.” 

_ Excruciating pain throbbed at her temples. Gin- 

gerly massaging her head, Julianne questioned, 
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“What happened to me?” 

“Isabella shot you. Miraculously, the bullet 
grazed your temple.” Quickly she told Julianne 
exactly what had taken place, and how Miguel had 
saved them both. 

Remembering that Miguel had helped rescue 
David and Flying Hawk from the Apaches, Juli , 
wasn’t too surprised to learn that he had helped 


again. 

“Do you think Miguel will let David know that 
I’m not dead?” 

“I surely think he will.” 

Her tone determined, Julianne remarked, “W. 
must try to find David.” 

“We can’t. Diego took our horses.” 

“You mean we're stranded?” 

“I'm afraid so. Dry Creek is a day's ride from here. I 
don’t know how long it'll take for us to walk there. I 
don’t even know which direction to take. Did David 
tell you where the town is?” 

“Yes, it's due west.” 

“T think we should wait until tomorrow m 
to leave. Don't you?” 

Julianne concurred. ““The way my head hurts, I 
doubt if I could walk very far.” 

“You'll be better tomorrow,” Lynda said h 
fully. 

Lying down again, Julianne groaned. “Diego 
kill David when he learns there’s no Conf 
gold! Oh, if only there was some way to get word 
Salvador. I know he'd try to help David.” 

Lynda offered no reply. Julianne was wishing 
an impossibility. There was no conceivable way 
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get in touch with Salvador Leén. The only chance 
David had was for the sheriff in Dry Creek to wire the 
nearest Army post. 

“Lynda!” Julianne cried with anguish. “I'm so 
afraid for David!" 

“I know,”’ her friend said soothingly. “I wish there 
were something I could say to ease your fear.” 

Julianne had never felt so discouraged. At present, 
there was nothing she could do to save David: When 
he was captured by the Apaches, she'd successfully 
plotted a rescue and carried it through, but this time 
she was completely helpless. 
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Chapler. Shisty-Cight 


Julianne lay still, her gaze glued to the eastern 
horizon as she waited anxiously for the sky to lighten 
with the coming of dawn. A wolf's baleful how! 
sounded in the distance, and the beast’s forlorn cry 
sent a shiver through her soul. The wolf's how] again 
carried across the plains, but this time Julianne was 
bound and determined to overcome her fear. She 
remembered all the times she had camped with 
David. She hadn't been wary of wolves or nocturnal 
creatures then. A tiny smile curled her lips as she 
imagined how David would tease her if he could see 
her now—wrapped in a blanket, staring wide-eyed 
into the dark as though some wild animal might 
charge at any moment. 

Sitting up, determined to be brave, she glanced 
over at Lynda whose bedroll was placed close to her 
own. Seeing that she was also awake, Julianne 
laughed lightly. “Lynda, you're as bad as I am. 
You're afraid to fall asleep too, aren't you?”’ 

She smiled. “Well, I drift off to sleep, but noises 
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keep waking me.” 

“I know what you mean. Why weren't we 
conscious of all these night creatures when we were 
with David and Flying Hawk?” 

“Because they made us feel safe and protected.” 
She sighed with worry. “Diego didn’t even leave us a 
gun. We have no way to protect ourselves.” 

Throwing off her blanket, Julianne went to the 
low-burning fire and added more kindling. ‘Do you 
want some coffee?”’ she asked. 

Leaving her bedroll, Lynda answered, “I can’t 
sleep, so I might as well drink coffee.” Joining 
Julianne, she glanced to the east. ‘How long before 
dawn?” 

“I'm not sure, but probably a couple of hours,” 
Julianne surmised, pouring water into the coffee pot. 

It was a cloudy, pitch black night, and the 
flickering light from the fire was comforting. The 
women sat close together as they waited for the coffee 
to brew. They both drew up their knees, folded their 
arms across them, and stared vacantly into the 
darting flames. 

“God, I hope David is all right,”’ Julianne moaned 
softly. 

“So do I,” Lynda murmured sincerely. 

“We'll leave at first light,” Julianne decided. “The 
sooner we get to Dry Creek, the sooner we can have 
the sheriff send a wire to the Army.” 

“Where is the nearest Army post?” Lynda asked. 

She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

Lynda smiled wistfully. “Julianne, when we left 
Washington, did you ever in your wildest dreams 
imagine so much would happen to us?”’ 
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Julianne grinned. “I was hoping to find adventure 
and excitement, but I certainly never thought it 
would be like this.” She added with a deep sigh, “I 
most assuredly didn’t think that I'd fall in love.” 

“T didn’t think I'd fall in love either,” Lynda 
replied sadly. 

“Remember how passionately you hated Flying 
Hawk?" 

Lynda laughed softly. “Yes. I even tried to kill 
him. Now, I can hardly believe that I was so 
disturbed.” 

“| always had the feeling that Flying Hawk doesn't 
like whites, myself included.” 

“He doesn’t have much use for whites in general, 
but he holds you in high regard.” 

“Did he tell you so?” 

“Yes, and he thinks you and David are perfect for 
each other. So do I. I only wish that it was the same 
with Flying Hawk and me.” 

“J suppose some loves just aren't meant to be,” 
Julianne murmured. ‘“You could never share Flying 
Hawk with Spotted Fawn, or live with him if the 
Sioux were at war with the Army.” 

“No, I couldn't. Under those circumstances our 
love would eventually turn bitter. At least this way, 
we'll always have sweet, passionate memories to 
treasure.” 

Memories! The word tore into Julianne’s heart. 
Would she have only memories of David? Would 
Diego kill him and leave her with nothing but 
memories? No! she cried inwardly. Oh God, please 

... please keep him safe! 
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The moment the sun peeked over the horizon, 
casting out the shadows of night, Julianne and 
Lynda began to pack their supplies. It would be 
difficult traveling with bundles to carry, but provi- 
sions were essential, leaving them no choice but to 
take everything with them. 

Diego had left two canteens. Taking them to the 
river, Julianne decided they must use the water 
sparingly in case they couldn’t get anymore between 
here and Dry Creek. 

She was kneeling at the bank filling one of the 
canteens when the sound of horses caught her 
attention. For a moment she froze, then bounding to 
her feet, she turned and ran to Lynda. 

“Do you think we should hide?” Lynda cried. 

Catching sight of a large group of horsemen 
crossing the Rio Grande, Julianne exclaimed with 
consternation, “It’s too late! They've spotted us!" 

Julianne, praying the riders weren't hostile, 
watched apprehensively as they drew closer. Then 
she recognized the man riding in the lead and cried 
happily, “Lynda, it’s Salvador! Oh, thank God!" 

As the men pulled up, Julianne hurried to 
Salvador, and before he hada chance to dismount she 
began telling him about David. 

Her words were racing. Holding up his hand, 
Salvador said kindly, “Sefiorita, please not so fast. 
You are losing me.” 

She caught her breath and waited for him to get 
down from his horse. Another man dismounted, and 
together they led Julianne back to Lynda. Somewhat 
curiously, Julianne studied the stranger with Salva- 
dor. He was an imposing figure and she was quite 
taken with his noble appearance. 
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Salvador introduced the ladies to Esteban Murillo. 
Then looking at Julianne, he said briskly, “Now, 
sefiorita, tell me exactly what happened.” 

In detail, she explained how Diego had taken them 
by surprise and how Isabella had shot her. She let 
Salvador know that she and Lynda owed their lives to 
Miguel and that David had been knocked uncon- 
scious. She finished by saying, “Diego took David 
with him. He still thinks David can take him to the 
Confederate gold.” 

Salvador cast Esteban a worried glance. ‘Diego is 
twenty-four hours ahead of us. We'll have to travel all 
day and night to catch up.” 

Murillo agreed. “Si, but first we must help the 
ladies. I'll have three of my best men escort them to 
Dry Creek.” 

“Nol” Julianne interjected. ‘I want to go with 
youl” 

Esteban looked closely at Julianne. Her trousers 
and shirt were too large for her delicate frame, but 
despite her wardrobe, she was enchanting. Her 
auburn tresses were falling radiantly about her heart- 
shaped face, lending a seductive aura that Esteban 
found breathtaking. Studying the small wound at 
her temple, he said caringly, “You have been injured, 
sefiorita, and to catch Ordéfiez we must ride 
practically nonstop.” 

“T’m not really injured. It’s merely a scratch.” 

“Maybe so,” Esteban acknowledged. “But we 
didn’t bring extra horses, so if you were to travel with 
us, you'd have to ride double. A horse carrying too 
much weight couldn't keep up the arduous pace we 
must set.” 
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“Esteban is right,’ Salvador imposed. “We can’t 
possibly take you or Sefiora Meyers with us.” 

Julianne was devastated. 

Eyeing the ladies’ apparel, Esteban said, “I'd like 
to give you some money to purchase some traveling 
dresses when you get to Dry Creek.” 

“Traveling dresses?"’ Lynda questioned. ‘Where 
are we going?” 

“Dry Creek is a rowdy place with little law and 
order. It’s not a safe town for ladies.” Esteban had 
visited Dry Creek often and was familiar with it. 
“The stage is due tomorrow. I'll also give you money 
to buy tickets.’ 

“Tickets to where?” Julianne asked. 

“Where do you want to go?” Esteban queried. 

Salvador answered for the women. ‘‘Fort Lara- 
mie."’ Before Julianne could state her objection, he 
continued quickly, “Believe me, sefiorita, it’s best for 
you and Sefiora Meyers to return to the fort. That is 
what David would want you to do. When we rescue 
David, I'll tell him that you'll meet him at the fort.” 

Julianne was firmly against traveling so far away 
from David. What if he were hurt and needed her? 

Reading her thoughts, Salvador said reassuringly, 
“1 promise you that if anything happens to David, 
I'll contact you.” 

“Salvador, please!” she implored. ‘‘Isn’t there 
some way that I can go with you and Mr. Murillo?” 

He shook his head sympathetically. 

“Julianne,” Lynda began, her tone pleading, 
“Let's do as Salvador wants. I can understand why 
you're opposed to traveling all the way to Fort 
Laramie, but it’s the only logical choice we have. 
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And as Salvador pointed out, it’s what David would 
want us to do.” 


Julianne, realizing that Salvador and Murillo 


would not relent, surrendered reluctantly. Also, she 
suspected their opposition stemmed more from her 
being a woman than from a shortage of horses. “All 
right!"" she said somewhat angrily. “I'll go to Fort 
Laramie, but only because I'm left no other choice.” 

“Good,” Esteban remarked, glad that Julianne 
had conceded to reason. “I'll pick my three most 
trusted vaqueros to take you to Dry Creek, and I'll 
also tell them to keep you ladies well-protected until 
you're safely on the stage.” 

Briskly, Julianne declared, ‘“You and Salvador are 
wasting time standing here talking. Pick your three 
men, then go after David.” 

Admiring her spunk, Esteban repressed the urge to 
grin. Turning about, he went to get his vaqueros. 

Stepping to Julianne and taking her hands into 
his, Salvador gazed down into her large blue eyes and 
murmured, “Do not worry, sefiorita. Diego will not 
harm David as long as he believes he knows where the 
gold is buried. Tomorrow we'll catch up with them, 
and when David learns that you have gone to Fort 
Laramie he'll be so anxious to see you that he'll 
probably reach the fort before you do.” 

She smiled timorously and prayed that Salvador's 
words would come to pass. : 


Esteban and Salvador knew that as Diego got 
farther ahead, it would be more difficult to trail him, 
so they seta relentless pace and traveled hard through 
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I ins and night. It was a few hours before dawn 
when the vaquero riding as scout rode back to report 
that Diego's camp was in sight. 

Leaving their horses and the other vaqueros 
behind, Esteban and Salvador followed the scout. 
The man led them to a large boulder where they 
could conceal themselves. Peering around the huge 
rock, Salvador could see a campfire, where one man 
was seated as three others lay sleeping. The full 
moon, resplendent in the clear sky, provided enough 
light for Salvador to make out Diego standing off by 
himself. He searched for David and found him sitting 
a short way from the fire. Wondering about Isabella, 
Salvador’s eyes continued to survey the quiet camp- 
site. He could see her figure cuddled beneath a 
blanket. 

“We'll attack at dawn,” Salvador said to Esteban, 
his tone hushed. 

Esteban agreed. They slipped away from the 
boulder and returned to the others. 

As Salvador and Esteban were returning to their 
men, Miguel moved away from the fire and walked 
over to David. Reaching into his pocket and offering 
David a cheroot, he asked, “Would you like a 
smoke?” 

David didn’t answer. Lighting the small cigar, 
Miguel handed it over. Accepting it, David took a 
long drag, then slowly exhaled the smoke as though 
it took more effort than he could muster. 

Lighting himself a cheroot, Miguel perused David 
stealthily. He hadn't told him that his woman was 
‘alive, and he wondered if he should do so. No, he 
decided. It is better that he doesn't know. If I tell him 
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the truth, he'll ury to escape so he can get back to her, 
Miguel had no grievance against David, but he 
desperately wanted his share of the Confederate gold. 
If Senor Hunter escaped, he'd lose his chance to be 
rich. Wealth meant a great deal to Miguel. He 
sympathized with David, but nonetheless turned — 
away and returned to the fire. . 

Vacantly, David watched Miguel leave. He felt 
numb and no longer cared what happened. If Diego 
decided to kill him, at least death would mercifully 
free him from grief. He was finding it impossible to 
cope with Julianne’s death. _ 

Tears wet his eyes and a sob caught in his throat, — 
He blamed her death on himself. He had failed her. It_ 
was his fault that she was now dead. God, how washe _ 
going to go on without her? He wiped the moisture 
from his eyes. 

Well, he thought, when Diego finally realizes there — 
isn't any gold, I won't have to worry about living 
without Julianne. It’s certain that he'll kill me. 

The thought of his own death brought peace. 


| 


Before waking his men to break camp, Diego 
walked over to David. Pausing in front of him, he 
ordered roughly, “Stand up!” 


David obliged. 

“How many days will it take to reach the buri 
gold?"’ 

David smirked. ‘I already told you, there is 
gold.” 

“I know you are lying, sefior! Isabella over 
your discussion with Salvador.” 
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“What discussion?” he asked, perplexed. 

“She was passing the study and heard you and 
Salvador deciding to take all the gold for yourselves. 
Salvador was to send me to town, then when I 
returned he planned to tell me that he set you free 
because you're an Army agent.” 

“T'm not the one who's lying to you, it's Isabella. 
I'm an Army agent and there's no Confederate gold. 
The Army wanted the man behind selling the rifles 
to the Sioux. Isabella used you to get even with me. 
That’s why she killed Julianne, and now she's 
waiting for you to kill me.” 

Diego was uncertain. Could it be possible that 
Hunter was telling the truth? There was one way to 
find out! 

Whirling, Diego stalked to where Isabella lay 
sleeping. Reaching down and grasping her arm, he 
jerked her to her feet. Staring angrily into her face, 
which was swollen and bruised, he demanded loudly, 
“Isabella, have you been lying to me about Salvador 
and Hunter?"’ As Diego’s resonant voice awakened 
his men, all eyes turned to the huge Mexican. 

Salvador and the others were quick to take full 
advantage of this opportunity. With all attention 
centered on Diego, it was unbelievably easy to 
advance without detection. 

The murderous glare in Diego's eyes warned 
Isabella that she had gone too far. If she admitted her 
deceit, he’d surely kill her along with David. 

Grabbing her shoulders, he shook her violently. 
“Answer me!” 

He turned her loose. As she stumbled backward, 
she caught sight of Salvador and the others. Knowing 
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Salvador would save her from Diego, she cried | 
joyfully, “Capitan!” 
Di 





iego drew his pistol and spun around, 
Salvador, drawing at the same time, was a fraction’ 
faster, His gun fired and Diego dropped to the — 
ground. Holstering his pistol, Salvador hurried to 
his former comrade and knelt at his side. 
Joining Salvador, Esteban asked, “Is he dead?” 
“Si,” Salvador answered, standing up straight. His 
eyes went to David, who was sitting alone beneath a 
tree, his back braced against the wunk. As Salvador 
sauntered toward him, he could see the hopelessness _ 
and grief in David's vacuous gaze. 
“Salvador,” David uttered tonelessly. 
Looking down at his friend, he asked heartily, 
“Are you injured, amigo?” 
“No,” he replied flatly. “Did you find M 
Meyers?” 
a” 
“How is she?”’ 
“She and Julianne are both fine. We sent them 
Salvador chuckled pleasantly as David leapt to hi 
feet and demanded, “What did you say?” 
“Your woman is not dead. Miguel said that 
was dead to save her from Diego. The bullet o 
her.” 
David paled and tottered backward as if Salvador’ 
words had hit him with a physical force. Gasping, 
moaned, “She's alive?” 
“Si. She wanted to come with us, but we wouldn’ 
allow it. She conceded with reluctance.” 
A small, radiant grin started at the corners 
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David's mouth, then spread magnificently. 

Beaming, Salvador looked on as David removed 
his hat, pitched it up in the air, and shouted 
exultantly, “She's alive! She's alive!" 

Esteban walked up to Salvador, and watching 
David, said with a smile, ‘I see you have told him the 

news.” 

“David!” Salvador called. “If you can come back 
down to earth, I want you to meet someone who is 
very special to me.” 

It took much effort for David to calm his emotions, 
but regaining a semblance of composure, he retrieved 
his hat, put it on, and waited for Salvador to 
continue. 

“David, this is Esteban Murillo. . . my father.” 

“Well, I'll be damned!" David remarked. “So you 
finally found him. Congratulations.”’ He looked at 
Esteban and offered a handshake. 

Accepting, Murillo said, ““Lorita and Salvador are 
planning to live with me at my hacienda. Maybe 
someday soon you and Sefiorita Ross will pay us a 
long visit.” 

“Thank you. I'm sure we'll take you up on your 
invitation. But, now, if you'll excuse me, I'm ina 
hurry to ride to Dry Creek.” 

“Julianne isn’t there,"’ Salvador explained. “We 
advised the ladies to book passage to Fort Laramie. 
- You are to meet Julianne at the fort.” 

_ “There was a stage leaving today, so they're 
already on the way. Maybe you can locate the stage,” 
Esteban suggested. 

“IT hope I can,” David replied. “But if I don’t, at 

least I know I'll see her at the fort.” Glancing at 
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Diego’s men and at Isabella, he asked, ““What scyoulll 
intend to do about them?” bi 

Salvador answered, “Let them go. Without Diego, . 
they are harmless.” . 

Anxious to be on his way, David quickly thanked — 
Salvador and Esteban and promised to keep in — 
touch. Next he went to Miguel and expressed his — 
gratitude. Then, gathering a few needed supplies, he E 
went to the Appaloosa, mounted, waved good-bye, 
and rode into the distance. 

Standing forlornly, Isabella watched him ride out 
of sight. She felt terribly sorry for herself, and her self- 
pity had taken over her desire for revenge. Gingerly, 
she put a hand to her battered face. She was certain 
that her nose was broken and was afraid she might 
never be beautiful again. 

She looked down unfeelingly at Diego's dead body, 
then over at Salvador. Diego was dead and the 
capitan was in love with Lorita. She was without a 
man. Her gaze drifted to Miguel. He had always 
treated her kindly, and even if her nose didn’t heal 
properly he'd still be good to her. 

Running her fingers through her mussed hair and 
arranging her low-cut blouse to reveal her deep 
cleavage, she headed toward Miguel. He caught sight 
of her coming his way, and she met his gaze with a 
provocative smile. 
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Chapler Lpisty-Nine 


Justin got out of bed and put on the robe Doctor 
Carter had loaned him. He sat down ina hard-backed 
chair and looked out the window. From this vantage 
point, he could see Captain Ripka’s home and he 
watched it like a hawk, hoping to catch sight of 
Hannah or Sarah. He hadn't seen them in days. 
Hannah refused to allow Sarah to visit, and Hannah 
hadn't returned since the day she had brought Justin 
the bottle of whiskey. 

Justin sighed heavily. Doctor Carter had told him 
that the stage was due tomorrow and that Mrs. White 
and her daughter planned to leave on it. 

“You'd think Hannah and Sarah would at least 
come and tell me good-bye,” Justin mumbled aloud. 
“After all we've been through, how can Hannah 
leave without seein’ me?” 
“Mister Justin?”’ a small voice called. 

_ Turning in the chair, Justin saw Sarah standing in 
‘the open doorway. Grinning broadly, he said, 
"Come in, honey.” 


Ey 
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Spot accompanied her. As she walked over to 
Justin, the dog trotted at her heels. 

Happy to see them both, Justin hugged Sarah and 
petted Spot. “I've missed you two,” he remarked. 

“We missed you too, Mister Justin,” the girl 
replied, her blue eyes clouding with tears. 

Drawing Sarah onto his lap, Justin asked tenderly, 
“Do I see tears?” 

Wiping them away, she nodded sullenly. 

“Why are you so sad?” 

“| don’t wanna leave you and Spot.” 

Justin was at a loss for words. He drew her closer, 
and she rested her head on his broad shoulder. They 
were silent for a time. Then Justin asked, “Does your 
Ma know that you're here?” 

“No. You won’t tell her, will you?” 

“I won't say a word.” 

“Mister Justin, tell me a story?” 

“Which story do you want to hear?” 

“The one about the baby wolf.” 

He smiled a little pensively. ‘““That was Rebecca's 
favorite.” 

“Who's Rebecca?” 

“She was my daughter. She and her mother died 
four years ago.” It took a moment for Justin tor ize 
that, for the first time since their deaths, he had 
spoken of Molly and Rebecca without feeli 
unbearable grief. The pain, numbed, had found i 
way to the far recesses of his heart. 

There was a firm knock on the door. Justin cal 

“Come in.” 
Entering, Hannah's gaze sweptover J ustin and 
daughter. Joining them and looking down at 
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she said sternly, “I thought I'd find you here.” 

“Now, Hannah, don’t you go gettin’ mad at this 
child. She has every right to come see me, and you 
shouldn't have told her that she couldn't.” 

“I’m not angry,” she replied. ‘In fact, I was 
planning to bring Sarah to you. We're leaving in the 

morning, and I wouldn’t have left without letting 
Sarah tell you good-bye."’ She turned her attention to 
the child. “Mrs. Ripka is keeping your lunch warm. 
Why don’t you run home and eat. I need to talk with 
Justin alone.” Seeing the child's hesitation, she 
promised, “You can come back in the morning and 
see Justin before we leave.” 

Complying, Sarah scampered from the room with 
Spot following. 

Eyeing Justin levelly, Hannah remarked, “Cap- 
tain Ripka told me that you haven't touched the 
bottle of whiskey I brought.” 

“So?’’ he questioned, on his guard. 

She smiled lamely. “I just wanted you to know that 
I'm glad.” 

He made no reply, but looked away from her and 
returned his gaze to the window. Several times he had 
been tempted to uncap the bottle, quaff the whiskey, 
and drink until reality ceased to exist. He knew, 
though, that the escape would be temporary. Fur- 
thermore, he was no longer finding reality so hard to 
face. Since the day Hannah and Sarah had come into 
his life, his whole outlook had changed. It hadn't 
happened overnight, the change had come about 
gradually. 

“Well,” Hannah began, with an aloofness she was 
far from feeling, ‘‘it's been a pleasure knowing you. I 
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wish you the best.” 

Still withholding his gaze, he mumbled, “You talk 
like this is the last time we're gonna see each other. 
Ain't you comin’ back in the mornin’ with Sarah?” 

“No,” she answered firmly. She waited, hoping 
and praying that he'd make a declaration of love. 

Their leaving made him feel empty inside. ““Han- 
nah, you take good care of yourself and Sarah.” 

Disheartened, she replied tearfully, “You do the 
same, Justin.” 

She turned and was halfway to the door when, 
impulsively, she returned to Justin, knelt in front of 
his chair, reached up, and pressed her lips to his. 

His arms went about her and a soft moan escaped 
from his throat as he responded ardently to her 
farewell kiss. Clinging, he brought her closer. 

Hannah squirmed out of his demanding embrace 
and rushed out of the room. If she remained in his 
arms, she would throw her pride to the winds and beg 
him to marry her! 

Justin remained in his chair. As a feeling of acute 
loneliness washed over him, a solitary tear appeared 
in the corner of his eye and the impregnable wall he 
had built about his heart crumbled and fell away. 
Smiling wryly, Justin brushed away the tear and 
murmured aloud to the empty room, “Hannah 
White, as usual, you were right and I was wrong. If 
two people ever belonged together, it's you and me.” 

Leaving his chair, he then hurried to the wardrobe 
and began to dress. 


When Hannah returned home, Sarah and Mrs. 
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Ripka were eating lunch. Preferring to skip the meal, 
Hannah poured herself a cup of coffee and joined 
them at the dining room table. 

Noting Hannah's somber face, Mrs. Ripka asked 
with concern, “Aren't you feeling well?” 

Hannah took a sip of her coffee. Then placing the 
cup on the saucer, she turned to Mrs. Ripka, a 
considerate, gentle woman. 

Hannah sighed deeply. “‘I'm all right, it’s just . . . 

ac... 
; “Yes?” Mrs. Ripka pressed. 

“Nothing,”’ Hannah replied depressingly. She was 
afraid to discuss Justin, afraid she'd start crying. 

Although Hannah had never told Mrs. Ripka that 
she was in love with Justin, the woman knew that she 
was. Where Justin was concerned, Hannah wore her 
heart on her sleeve. 

“It's Mr. Smith, isn’t it?” Mrs. Ripka asked kindly. 

Before Hannah could reply, a loud, insistent 
rapping sounded at the front door. Excusing herself, 
Mrs. Ripka left to see who was calling. The young 
woman returned momentarily, and Hannah was 
astounded to see Justin with her. 

Sarah bounded from her chair and flung herself 
into the scout's brawny arms. Lifting her, he hugged 
her eagerly, then placed her back on her feet. 

Mrs. Ripka, her eyes flitting from Justin to 
Hannah, smiled inwardly and decided to leave them 
alone. “Sarah,” she began, picking up the child's 
plate and glass of milk, ‘why don’t you come into the 
kitchen with me? I'll cut you a large slice of apple pie 

Sarah, receiving Justin’s promise that he’d not 
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leave without seeing her, went into the kitchen with 
Mrs. Ripka. Alone with Hannah, Justin began to 
fidget nervously. Hannah watched him out of the 
corner of her eye. 

“You shouldn’t be out of bed,” she said evenly. 
“You aren't well.” 

“I’m well enough,” he grumbled. Placing his 
hands on his hips and eyeing her witha level stare, he 
asked gruffly, “What did you mean when you called 
me a perfect jackass?” 

She didn't answer. 

He continued, “And why do you think I need 
whiskey to face life?” 

She took a sip of coffee, then replied as though she 
were entirely at ease, “Honestly, Justin, I said those 
things to you days ago. Isn’t your response a bit 
belated?” Hannah's heart was thumping rapidly. 
She was so excited she could barely remain seated. 
Had Justin come here to profess his love? To ask her 
to marry him? 

“Well, you were right,” he admitted. “At times, I 
can be a jackass. And you were right about the 
whiskey. I used to need it to get through life, but not 
anymore. Now, I need ... I need... .”’ His explana- 
tion faded. 

“What do you need, Justin?” Her hopes were 
soaring. 

Straying from her question, he said with feeling, 
“These last few days without you and Sarah got me to 
thinkin’ about how it’s gonna be when you two are 
gone for good. I mean, the three of us have been 
through a lot together .. . I missed you two more 
than I thought possible . . . and what I’m tryin’ to 
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say is. . I don’t need whiskey to make it through 
life, but I do need you and Sarah.” 

Hannah refrained from leaping out of her chair 
and throwing herself into his arms. She deserved 
more from Justin—she’d not give in until she 
received a declaration of love and a marriage 

| With a calmness that successfully belied 
her real feelings, she lifted her cup and took a drink of 
coffee. 

Flustered, Justin demanded grumpily, ‘“‘Dammit, 
Hannah! I’m standin’ here askin’ you to marry me, 
and you just sit there drinkin’ that coffee as though 
we were discussin’ somethin’ as minor as the 
weather!” 

“Is that what you're doing, Justin? Are you asking 
me to marry you? If so, then you must think I can read 
between the lines.” 

“All right,” he relented. “I reckon I ain’t too good 
at these kind of things." He paused, took a deep 
breath, and blurted out, “Hannah, will you marry 
me?” 

“Why do you want me to marry you?” she came 
back. She was now poised on the edge of her chair, 
waiting anxiously for Justin to say three very special 
words. 

“Because I love you,” he admitted emotionally. “I 
love you and Sarah both."’ 

She flew into his arms, and hugging him tightly, 
answered delightedly, ‘Yes! Oh Justin, of course I'll 
marry you!"’ Tears of joy streamed down her face. 

Holding her at arms’ length, he asked urgently, 
“Why are you cryin’?” 

“I'm crying because I'm so happy,” she explained, 
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smiling radiantly. 

He was touched. “I can hardly believe that 
marryin’ an ugly old lout like me could make you 
that happy.” 

“You're not an ugly old lout, you're a handsome 
old lout.” She laughed gaily, went back into his 
embrace, and declared, ‘‘And from this moment on, 
you're my lout!” 

He laughed with her. “You're the damnedest 
woman I ever met. You always got to contradict me, 
don’t you?”’ 

“Only when you're wrong," she parried happily. 
Stepping back and gazing lovingly into Justin's face, 
she remarked, “Sarah will be ecstatic! She loves you 
so much!” 

“I know, and I love her too.” He drew Hannah 
against him. “And I Jove you, Hannah White. I've 
put my past behind me, and I'm really lookin’ 
forward to startin’ over again with you and Sarah.” 

“We won't disappoint you. I promise.” 

“That goes both ways. I’m gonna try my damned- 
est to make you both happy.” He bent his head and 
pressed his lips to hers, expressing his love with a 
passionate kiss. 

“As soon as the doctor says I'm fully recovered,” 
Justin began, “we'll get married, then leave here and 
go to my cabin on David's ranch. It’s not much of a 
home, but I'll build onto it and together we'll make it 
a cozy, comfortable place to live.” He grinned 
broadly. “David's gonna be shocked when he finds 
out I’ve got myself a wife and a stepdaughter.” 


“Will he approve?” 
“He'll be overjoyed.”” Worry clouded his eyes. “I 
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just hope he and the others got out of Mexicoand he’s 
“So do I,’ Hannah said sincerely. Taking Justin's 
hand, she continued, ‘‘Let’s go tell Sarah our good 
news.” 
“All right,” he answered. He was as anxious as 
Hannah to see Sarah’s joy. 


David, wanting to make sure that Julianne and 
Lynda had taken the stage, rode back to Dry Creek. 
Learning that they had left, he read the stage’s route, 
memorized it, then rode out of town. He was 
determined to be reunited with Julianne as soon as 
possible. 

Two days out of Dry Creek, the Appaloosa had 
picked up a stone and David was forced to hole up for 
twenty-four hours to give the horse's bruised hoof 
time to heal. The delay didn’t sit well with him, for it 
put him forty-eight hours behind the stage. How- 
ever, he wasn’t too upset, for he knew that traveling 
horseback, he could easily shorten the miles between 
him and the coach. 

On the fourth day of his journey he came upon 
fresh tracks belonging to the stage and knew he was 
now only minutes away from Julianne. He decided 
not to approach the coach from the rear, but to circle 
it, lie in wait, then flag it down. Smiling with 
anticipation to see Julianne, David spurred the 
Appaloosa into a fast canter. 


The afternoon sun shone down on the New 
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Mexico landscape with an intensity that penetrated 
the confining cabin of the stage, making its occu- 
pants uncomfortably warm. 

A young lieutenant and his wife on their way to 
Fort Laramie shared the coach with Julianne and 
Lynda. They were a nice couple and were pleasant - 

The hot weather kept conversation ata minimum, 
for even an exertion as mild as talking seemed too 
exhausting. 

The silence inside the stage gave Julianne the 
opportunity to turn her thoughts exclusively to 
David. If only she had some way of knowing if he was 
all right. Did Salvador and Mr. Murillo reach him in 
time? Was he on his way to Fort Laramie? When she 
arrived at the fort would David be there waiting for 
her? 

Julianne moaned inwardly. There were no an- 
swers to these questions, so why did she keep 
tormenting herself? She stirred restlessly. The wait- 
ing and the not knowing were unbearable. 

Lynda, sitting beside Julianne, placed a hand on 
her friend's arm to still her fidgeting. Smiling 
tenderly, she whispered, “If you don't stop worrying, 
you're going to be a nervous wreck by the time we 
reach the fort.” 

“I know,” Julianne replied softly. “But I can’t 
help it. I love David so much, and I'm so afraid that 
he might be hurt or... or..." She couldn't bring 
herself to finish. She couldn't bear to think that he 
might be dead, let alone put it into words. 

Lynda sympathized with her good friend and 
prayed that David was alive and well. She turned her 
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gaze to the open window. In the far distance, Lynda 

could vaguely make out a mountain range with lofty 
peaks standing out starkly on the horizon. The sight 
reminded her of the Black Hills, and caused her to 
muse somberly about Flying Hawk. Had he reached 
his home safely? Was he now with Spotted Fawn and 
his people? Despite the pain it cost her to lose him, 
she had no regrets. From the beginning she had 
known that their love was doomed, their parting 
inevitable! Lord Byron's poem crossed her mind: “I 
only know we loved in vain; I only feel . . . Farewell! 
_... Farewell!"’ Tears flowed, and a sob rose in her 
throat. Flying Hawk, she cried inwardly, I'll always 
love you! Farewell, my love, and may God be with 
che coach's unexpected stop brought Lynda out of 
her solemn reverie. Looking at Julianne, she asked, 
“Why do you suppose we're stopping?” 

“I don’t know,” her friend answered. She was 
about to glance out the window when, suddenly, the 
door on her side swung open. David, grinning 
ecstatically, reached inside the coach, grabbed Juli- 
anne about the waist, and swung her out into his 
arms. 

Holding on as if she never intended to let go, 
Julianne cried jubilantly, “David! Thank God 
you're all right!” 

“Julianne!” he moaned thickly, and then captured 
her lips with a kiss so rapturous it felt like her heart 
stopped beating. 

Lynda, along with the lieutanant and his wife, 

_ Stepped outside. After Lynda and David shared a 
_ friendly embrace, Julianne made introductions. 
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Remaining on his lofty perch, the driver said 
impatiently, “Sorry folks, but I got a schedule to 
keep. I'm gonna have to ask you to get back into the 
coach.” 

As the officer and his wife obliged, David asked 
Julianne, “Do you have any luggage?” 

“Only a small valise.” 

Glancing up at the man riding shotgun, David 
called, ‘‘Would you mind throwing down Miss Ross’ 


He quickly pitched it to the ground. 

Urgently, Lynda pleaded with David, ‘‘Aren't you 
and Julianne going to travel on the stage?” 

“No, I'm sorry,” he replied, sympathizing with her 
feelings. “But I want us to have some time alone.” 

Smiling shakily, Lynda answered, “I understand.” 
She turned to Julianne and murmured, “Well, I 
guess this is good-bye.” 

“Not necessarily,” Julianne hastened to reply. 
“David and I will probably reach Fort Laramie 
before you do. We'll be there waiting for you when — 

“Julianne,” David intervened. ‘‘Lynda will reach — 
Fort Laramie before we do, because we're going to 
stop at Fort Union. By the time we get to Fort” 
Laramie, she'll be on her way home.” 

Julianne, her eyes misty, embraced her friend. 
“Lynda, promise you'll keep in touch. We can write 
often."’ 

“I promise,” she replied. Then, moving out of 
Julianne’s arms, she glanced from David to Julianne, 
“I wish you both all the happiness in the world.” 

Growing more impatient, the driver mumbled 
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testily, “Mrs. Meyers, we gotta get movin'!” 

She hugged Julianne one last time. Then, as David 
started to help her inside the stage, she murmured, 
“David, when you see Flying Hawk, tell him . . . tell 
him that he'll always occupy a very special place in 
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ma will,” he assured her. 

“Thank you.”"’ Her tone was somber. 

“Are you going to be all right?” 

Lynda’s smile was sincere. ‘Yes, I'll be fine. Flying 
Hawk and I knew from the beginning that our love 
was in vain. We shared a moment in time, and now 
we must go our separate ways.” She reached over and 


_ squeezed David's hand. “I'll find happiness again. 


aad 


Believe me, I will.” 

“I believe you,”’ he said, his smile encouraging. 

Assisting her inside the stage, he closed the door. 
Then he and Julianne stepped back. The driver 
slapped the reins against the team and the coach took 
off with a lurch, stirring up loose dirt in its wake. 

Picking up the valise and taking Julianne’s hand 
in his, David led her to the Appaloosa. The area was 
well concealed by high shrubbery, and shaded big 
leafy trees. 

“It’s so much cooler here,’’ Julianne remarked, 
welcoming the drop in temperature. She was anxious 
to hear what had happened with Diego and was 
about to question David, but before she could speak 
he read her thoughts. 

“We'll talk about everything later. Right now, I 
just want to hold you in my arms,” he said, putting 
down the valise. 

She obliged gladly, and holding him close, asked 
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pressingly, “David, is your assignment with 


further delay.” 

She smiled joyfully. “How far is it to this fort?” 

“About two days’ ride from here. While we're 
there, we'll buy some more supplies and get you a 
horse.”’ Stepping back and eyeing her thoughtfully, 
he added, “In the meantime, we'll have to ride 
double.” 

As a sly grin crossed his face, he studied her 
reflectively, his gaze raking slowly over her traveling 
dress. Then, reenacting their first meeting, he 
drawled lazily, ‘If I'm goin’ to take you to the fort, 
you're gonna have to remove your dress and 
petticoat. You see, my horse is kinda skittish. If I were 
to sit you behind me, and your full skirt started 
flappin’ in the wind, the Appaloosa would buck and 
throw both of us. Since I don’t have time to argue 
with you, I’m gonna have to insist that you start 
strippin’.” 

Vividly, Julianne also remembered their first 
encounter. Laughing, she exclaimed, “Oh David, 
not again!” 

His smile was filled with anticipation. “Yes, 
darlin’, again.” 

She pointed at her valise. ‘I have your shirt and 
trousers in my bag. So I'll take them to the shrubbery 
with me and change.” She eyed him pertly. 

He picked up the valise and threw it out of her 
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a tea “No, you won't.” 
- She replied saucily, “Very well, Mr. Hunter. Have 
it your way.” She disrobed quickly, and when she 
was down to her chemise and pantalets she reminded 
him, “The last time we went through this, I asked 
if you wanted me to also remove my under- 
a ts. Remember?” 

He nodded. ‘‘I asked you if you wouid and you said 
of course not.” 

“That's right. Shall we reenact the scene? How- 
ever, I think it’s only fair to warn you that this time 
it’s going to end differently.” 

“T can hardly wait.”’ 

Lifting her chin with feigned defiance, she began 
the reenactment, ‘‘Have I removed enough clothing, 
or shall I also remove my undergarments?”’ 

“Would you?” he played along. 

“Of course I would!” she declared. 

David watched hungrily as she slipped off her 
chemise and pantalets, doing so without a trace of 
shame or embarrassment. When she stood before him 
beautifully naked, he swept her into his arms and 
carried her behind a bush where he had spread a 
blanket. 

As he put her down, she smiled up into his face. 
“Apparently, you had planned all this ahead of 

Removing his gun belt and placing it close to the 
blanket, he teased, “I decided to skip the candle-lit 
dinner and simply get down to business.” 

_ Her eyes, glazed with love, studied him intently as 
he shed his clothing. She held out her arms and he 

entered her embrace. As bare flesh touched bare flesh, 
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she murmured, ‘David, I love you so much.” 
“T love you, Julianne,” he responded, rising upon 
an elbow and gazing into her sultry blue eyes. 
The unruly lock of hair was falling across his 
brow. Admiring the way it gave him a boyish but 
sensual appeal, Julianne’s heart filled with love. She 
placed her hand on the nape of his neck, encouraging 
his lips down to hers, Totally involved in their 
passion, they lost contact with the real world and 
were swept upward to a place where only their love 
existed. 


The gray shadows of dusk were falling across Fort 
Union as Julianne and David rode through the open 
gates. The army post was a welcome sight to 
Julianne, for she was tired and longed for a bath— 
but most importantly, she could hardly wait to 
become Mrs. David Hunter. 

David was acquainted with Captain Ripka. As he 
guided his Appaloosa toward the officer’s home, he 
was shocked to catch sight of Spot resting on the 
small front porch. 

Meanwhile, the dog, catching his master’s scent, 
wagged his bushy tail, barked a welcome, and ran out 
to greet him. 

David dismounted, then reached up and assisted 
Julianne. Spot, overjoyed, jumped up on his master, 
his large front paws landing soundly against David's 
shoulders. 

Petting the dog and calming him somewhat, 
David uttered incredulously, “Spot, what the hell are 
you doing here?” 
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_ -The words had scarcely passed his lips when Justin 
out onto the porch with Hannah and Sarah. 

“Pavid!" he exclaimed. 

“Well, I'll be damned!” David remarked, grinning 
proadly. Anxious to tell Justin that he was getting 
married, he took Julianne’s hand and ushered her 
toward the porch. 

Justin, eager to let David know that he was 
marrying Hannah, grasped Hannah's hand and also 
Sarah's. He hurried them down the porch steps. 

Meeting halfway, the two men said in unison, “I'm 

_ gettin’ married!” 

_ They gaped at each other for a moment, then broke 

_ into hearty chuckles. 
When their laughter ceased, Justin quickly took 
care of the introductions. Then, making a long story 
_ short, he explained his reason for being at Fort 
~ Union. David, in turn, made a quick account of his 
stay in Mexico. He knew that later he and Justin 
_ would have a long discussion. 

Now, smiling at Justin, David asked, ‘When are 
you and Hannah getting married?” 

“Tomorrow at noon,” he answered. 

“Well, it looks like I'm gonna beat you to thealtar. 

__ Julianne and I want to get married tonight." 

“I'm sure the chaplain will be glad to oblige you,” 
Justin replied. 

Slipping an arm about Julianne’s shoulders and 
drawing her close, David suggested, “While I talk to 
chaplain, why don’t you visit the mercantile and 
uy a dress for your wedding.” 

“I don't have any money," she answered. 
_ “That's all right. My credit’s good at Fort Union.” 
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“Sarah and I will go with you,"’ Hannah offered. 

Julianne expressed her thanks, already liking this 
woman Justin intended to marry. She was sure they'd 
become good friends. 

“Darlin’,”” David began, ““money's no object. So 
pick out the prettiest gown in the store.” 

“T will,” she replied pertly. 

He drew her close, kissing her long and hard. “I 
love you, Mrs. Hunter-to-be.” 

“I love you too.’ Gazing into his sensual green 
eyes, she exclaimed from the bottom of her heart, 
“David, I've never been happier than I am at this 
moment!” 

“My feelings exactly,’ he murmured. Drawing her 
into his arms, he sealed their future with a passionate 
kiss. 
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